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ABSTRACT  
 
 v
This thesis analyses the development of the Ballarat East Free Library 
(1859), the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library (1859) and the City of 
Ballaarat Free Library (1878) within the broader context of public 
librarianship in Victoria between 1851-1900.  
 
Mechanics’ Institute libraries and free libraries represent the major 
derivatives of a nineteenth-century library model that emphasised the 
pursuit of lifelong learning, private reading and the enjoyment of 
genteel recreational facilities. The circumstances that led to the 
formation of an Institute and a free library in Ballarat in 1859 provide 
a unique opportunity to analyse the public library model for two 
reasons. These libraries were established in a remarkable goldfield city 
that enjoyed a number of economic and cultural advantages and secondly, 
the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library and the Ballarat East Free 
Library experienced such spectacular growth that by 1880 they were two 
of the largest public libraries in Australia.  
 
However, it is argued that this growth cycle could not be sustained due 
to a combination of factors including low membership levels, limited 
funding for recurrent expenditure purposes, and heightened 
dissatisfaction with the book collections. Libraries began to stagnate 
in the late-1880s and the magnitude of this collapse in Ballarat, and 
throughout the colony, was subsequently confirmed with the publication 
of a national survey of Australian libraries in 1935. The ‘Munn-Pitt’ 
report found that public libraries had provided a better service in 1880 
than at any other time in the next six decades. 
 
Four conclusions are drawn in this comparative analysis of the  Ballarat 
Mechanics’ Institute Library, the Ballarat East Free Library, and to a 
lesser extent, the City of Ballaarat Free Library, between 1851-1900. 
Firstly, is it shown that the literature places considerable emphasis on 
the formation of public libraries but is far less critical of the long-
term viability of the public library model as it evolved in Ballarat and  
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throughout the colony in the nineteenth century. Secondly, whilst 
Ballarat and its library committees benefited from the city’s prosperity 
and the entrepreneurial zeal of its pioneers, these same library 
committees were unable to overcome the structural flaws in the public 
library model or to dispel the widespread belief that libraries were 
elitist organisations. As a consequence, membership of the major 
libraries in Ballarat never exceeded 4% of the total population. 
Thirdly, it is acknowledged that an absence of records relating to book 
borrowing habits by individuals limits is a limiting factor, but this 
problem has been addressed, in part, by undertaking a comparative 
analysis of collection development policies, invoices, lists of popular 
authors and books, public comment and the book borrowing patterns of a 
number of comparable libraries in central Victoria. These resources 
provide a number of insights into the reading habits of library patrons 
in Ballarat in the late-nineteenth century.  
 
Finally, this thesis focuses on the management policies and practices of 
each library committee in Ballarat in order to move beyond the 
traditional explanation for the demise of nineteenth-century libraries  
and to propose an alternative explanation for the stagnation of public 
libraries in Ballarat in the mid-1880s. The traditional explanation for 
the demise of colonial libraries was the sudden reduction in government 
funding in the 1890s, whereas this thesis argues that a combination of 
factors, including the unresolved tensions with regard to libraries 
collection development policies, committee and municipal rivalry, and 
increasing conservatism, had already damaged the credibility of 
Ballarat’s libraries by the mid-1880s. It is argued that the intense 
rivalry between library committees resulted in an unnecessary 
duplication of services and an inadequate membership base. It is also 
argued that the increasingly conservative, un-cooperative and uninviting 
attitudes of these library committees discouraged patronage and as a 
direct consequence, membership and daily visitor rates of the free and 
Institute libraries in Ballarat plummeted by 80% between 1880-1900.       
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Summary: 
 
This thesis analyses the development of the Ballarat East Free Library, 
the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library and the City of Ballaarat Free 
Library within the broader context of public librarianship in Victoria 
between 1851-1900. 
 
Mechanics’ Institutes and Free Libraries were derivatives of a public 
library model that originated in Britain and was enthusiastically 
adopted by Victorian colonists in the 1850s. In Ballarat, two rival 
committees formed the Institute library and the free library in 1859, 
and both libraries were so successful within two decades they were 
recognised as two of the largest public libraries in Australia. Another 
library, the City of Ballaarat Library, had been established in 1878, 
but by this time there were clear signs that the public library model 
was not capable of meeting the expectations of committees or of readers. 
By the mid-1880s all public libraries were stagnating. 
 
It is acknowledged that the low level of funding by the colonial 
government, municipal councils and individual subscribers, was an 
important factor in the failure of libraries to realise their full 
potential. However, in this thesis, it is argued that the major problems 
facing Ballarat’s library committees were largely self-inflicted. The 
intense rivalry between library committees resulted in an unnecessary  
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duplication of services and an inadequate funding base and the disputes 
about the suitability of the book and journal collection remained 
unresolved. Finally, the increasingly conservative attitude of library 
committees discouraged library patronage.   
 
This thesis analyses both the period of rapid growth and the stagnation 
of libraries in Ballarat in the latter half of the nineteenth century as 
a means of better understanding and explaining the behaviour of members 
of library committees and individual readers.  
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        Chapter 1 
 
Introduction 
 
The formation of the Ballarat East Free Library (BEFL) and the 
Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library (BMIL) in 1859 were two 
examples of the evolution of the public library in the United 
Kingdom, the United State of America and Australia. In the latter 
half of the nineteenth century, hundreds of independent library 
committees throughout Australia formed Free Libraries and 
Mechanics’ Institute libraries, adopted a common set of goals and 
rules, and even managed to attract the same complaints from the 
public. In order to analyse the operation of public libraries and 
to manage the volume of data, this thesis focuses on the 
development of the BEFL and the BMIL for two reasons; Ballarat 
was a remarkable nineteenth-century city and because the BEFL and 
BMIL exhibited the common elements of the dominant British public 
library model and all the common problems that confronted library 
committees throughout the Australian colonies between 1850-1900.  
 
The creation, in 1859, of both the BEFL and the BMIL, took place 
in a young city that experienced great change because of the gold 
discoveries and the influx of 40,000 residents in ten years.1 
After only twenty years of operation, the BEFL had acquired 
10,000 books and the BMIL had 11,500 books on its shelves.2 This 
meant that Ballarat residents had access to two of the largest 
libraries in Australia. By comparison, the typical library in 
non-metropolitan townships throughout the colonies had 
collections of less than 2000 books.3 Other Victorian 
municipalities sought the practical advice and political guidance 
of these two committees but, it will be shown in chapter 2 that  
public libraries contained several flaws that emphasised the 
chasm between the goals of library committees and the 
expectations of library patrons. These flaws were associated with  
                         
1  W. Withers, The History of Ballarat,  Niven & Co., Ballarat, 1887, p. 328. 
2
  Ballarat East Free Library, Catalogue, 1899; Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library, 
 Minute Book, July 1881. 
3  Ballarat Courier, 29 August 1877; J. Heaton, The Bedside Book of Colonial Doings, 
 Angus & Robertson, North Ryde, 1986, p. 137. Previously published as Australian 
 Dictionary of Dates and Men of the Time, Geo. Robertson, Sydney, 1879.  
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the competing educational and recreational roles of the library, 
the middle-class and increasingly conservative management 
policies of the voluntary committees, the expectations of library 
patrons, and the composition of the collections. Each of these 
flaws were further exacerbated by municipal and cultural rivalry 
on the Ballarat goldfields.  
 
A third Ballarat library, the City of Ballaarat Free Library 
(CBFL), was created in 1878 and whilst it was claimed that this 
library was established in response to the perceived weaknesses 
in the operation of the Mechanics’ Institute library, its 
establishment did nothing to overcome the inadequacies of the 
model. If anything, the creation of the CBFL accentuated the 
inherent problems in the library model and marked the second 
phase in the evolution of public libraries. Its birth also 
foreshadowed a period in which all Ballarat libraries were 
characterised by low levels of expenditure by municipal councils, 
declining membership, the adoption of stringent rules, the 
singleminded pursuit of respectability by committees, and a 
reluctance to debate the relevance of the book collections.  
 
The operation of these libraries in a grand Victorian city built 
on a fabulous goldfield, enhances the opportunities for a 
comparative analysis of the Mechanics’ Institute library and the 
Free or municipal library model. In the majority of cases, civic 
leaders throughout Australia were forced to choose one or the 
other model whereas Ballarat residents could afford to develop 
both simultaneously. Intense rivalry between the BEFL and the 
BMIL meant that widely held perceptions about nineteenth-century 
libraries were vigorously debated in the Ballarat press and can 
also be identified when examining minute books, statistical 
returns and public statements made by members of the respective 
committees.  
 
The two phases of public library growth have not been subject to 
the same degree of scrutiny and a greater emphasis has been 
placed on the period of rapid growth that occurred between 1860-
1870s because of a propensity to record the early history of the  
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city and to emphasise the role of the founding members of the 
library committees. In marked contrast, there has been only a 
limited analysis of the inadequacies of the public library model 
or the reasons for the stagnation of Ballarat’s major libraries 
from the mid-1880s. This thesis seeks to redress this imbalance 
as a means of understanding the reasons for the rapid growth and 
equally rapid stagnation of libraries in a prosperous city. 
 
Terminology 
 
Some of the terms used in this research - free library,  
Mechanics’ Institute Library, Subscription Library, Lending 
Library, Athenaeum - have meanings that changed throughout the 
second half of the nineteenth century. The Mechanics’ Institute 
was established to provide a range of opportunities for self-
improvement and entertainment to the artisan classes and there is 
a large body of research that debates the effectiveness of 
Institutes in meeting these needs. For example, Bailey4 analyses 
the role of Institutes in the context of increased leisure 
opportunities in the nineteenth century, Yeo and Delves5 identify 
the barriers that prevented members of the working classes 
gaining access to public facilities and Inkster6 debates the 
effectiveness of Mechanics’ Institutes in bringing about 
educational reform. However this research specifically focuses on 
the operation of one component of the Mechanics’ Institute, its 
library service, which generally included a book and newspaper 
collection and a reading room for the benefit of subscribing 
members. In contrast, the free library was set up by a municipal 
council or a local committee acting on its behalf. Its primary 
focus was the provision of a reading room and the lending of 
books, and whilst access to the collections was far more liberal  
                         
4
  P. Bailey, Leisure and Class in Victorian England: Rational recreation and the contest 
 for control, 1830-1885, Routledge & Kegan Paul, London, 1978,  pp. 5, 80-84, 95. 
5
  E. Yeo, ‘Culture and Constraint in Working-Class movements, 1830-1885’,  E. & S. 
 Yeo (eds.), Popular Culture and Class Conflict, 1590-1914, Harvester Press, Sussex, 
 1978; A. Delves, ‘Popular Recreation and Social Control in Derby, 1800-1850’, E. & S. 
 Yeo, op. cit. 
6
  I. Inkster, ‘The Social Context of an Educational Movement: a Revisionist Approach to 
 the English Mechanics’ Institutes, 1820-1850’, Oxford Review of Education, vol. 2, no. 
 3, 1976, pp. 277-299. 
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than was the case at an Institute library, patrons were obliged 
to pay a fee in order to book books. 
 
By the 1880s, the Victorian colonial government stated that it 
would only allocate cash grants to those committees that provided 
free access to their collections and to those Mechanics’ 
Institutes which adopted a name that included the term ‘...and 
Free Library’. The gradual, and belated, enforcement of this 
policy resulted in many committees renaming their library in 
order to guarantee the continued receipt of a government grant, 
although it did not necessarily result in the liberalisation of a 
library’s conditions of public access. On several occasions the 
Chief Secretary of Victoria attempted to define a public library 
but the broad heading used in the Year-Books indicates that the 
matter was still unresolved at the end of the nineteenth century. 
As late as 1894 the Victorian Year-Book used the generic heading: 
‘free libraries, athenaeums, or scientific, literary or 
mechanics’ institutes’ to describe all public libraries in the 
colony.7
 
Sources 
 
The archives of the Ballarat libraries provide a rich resource 
for this comparative study and the minute books, correspondence 
files, financial accounts and annual reports of the Ballarat 
Mechanics’ Institute, the Ballarat East Free Library and the 
records of the City of Ballaarat Free Library have been used 
extensively. Records relating to the Ararat Mechanics’ Institute 
and Free Library, the Bendigo (Sandhurst) Mechanics’ Institute, 
the Castlemaine Mechanics’ Institute, the Maryborough Mechanics’ 
Institute and Free Library and the Clunes Mechanics’ Institute 
have also been utilised as a means of obtaining specific and 
comparative information about a group of libraries that were 
formed in the same decade and by a common pool of immigrants. In 
addition, Ballarat’s library committees generated large 
quantities of correspondence with booksellers, town councils, 
newspaper editors and the Chief Secretary’s department. Much of  
                         
7  Victorian Year-Book for 1894, Government Printer, Melbourne, 1894, p. 904. 
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this material is of an ephemeral nature and, in the case of the 
Ballarat libraries, ranges from handwritten correspondence from 
one Chief Secretary (Alfred Deakin) about the topic of his 
forthcoming public lecture, to the insurance premium on the 
library building. 
 
Minute books and financial reports suggest that there was a high 
degree of unanimity in the attitudes and behaviour of library 
committees in the latter half of the nineteenth century. The 
annual reports of the Ballarat libraries, and those on other 
Victorian goldfields, highlight the optimism of the local 
committees. Similarly, the information contained in membership 
registers and annual financial statements submitted to the Chief 
Secretary’s department focus on the level of activity in these 
libraries. The annual reports published in the formative years 
show that the committees were confident that the British public 
library model was applicable to the Victorian goldfields and that 
libraries would play an important civic and educational role in 
the community. However, by the end of the century, the same 
annual reports placed a greater emphasis on the underutilisation 
of the collections and the sense of frustration felt by a 
relatively small group of men who had contributed years of 
voluntary service to their local committee. These reports 
continued to refer to ‘library visits’ per annum but an  
examination of the financial reports shows that the number of 
financial members was extremely low - seldom more than 3% of the 
adult population - and that appeals for more members were 
unsuccessful.  
 
There are only a few sets of records documenting the history of 
specific libraries because of the nature of such records and 
because of difficulties associated with voluntary  committees 
preserving archival records in buildings that were owned, 
renovated, sold or demolished by municipal councils. In contrast, 
the records of two of the Ballarat libraries are comprehensive 
and, as a result, this research has drawn heavily on the 
comparative data relating to the BMIL and the BEFL. The 
information contained in minute books of other colonial libraries  
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shows that the development of all libraries was cyclical and that 
the growth, development and stagnation phases that were common to 
the BMIL and the BEFL between 1851-1900 were later replicated 
throughout the colony. 
 
The analysis of Ballarat’s major libraries is strengthened by the 
existence of two daily newspapers: the Ballarat Star, established 
in 1854, and the Ballarat Courier, formed in 1867. As a result, 
it has been possible to examine the development of the  
goldfields, the city, and its libraries from the perspective of 
two quality newspapers in the same city. Both reported on the 
activities of the BMIL and BEFL committees, published letters 
about the behaviour of committee members, recorded the titles of 
newly acquired bookstock, described efforts to form libraries in 
the surrounding townships and reprinted annual reports in the 
news columns. In some instances it has been necessary to use 
detailed newspaper reports in lieu of minute books and annual 
reports because newspaper editors were passionate supporters of  
libraries in the colony of Victoria. For example, the earliest 
proposals to form public libraries in Ballarat, Bendigo, 
Castlemaine, Wagga Wagga, and  St Arnaud were strongly endorsed 
by editors and the rationale for the establishment of a public 
library was debated in colonial newspapers, at public meetings 
convened by local citizens and, less frequently, in municipal 
council chambers. 
 
The newspaper reports also show other evolutionary processes at 
work. Reports indicate that after the lavish opening ceremony, 
newly formed library committees were soon preoccupied with 
mundane issues such as the level of fees, the opening hours, the 
acquisition of secondhand books, and the rules governing usage of 
the collections. The same reports show that library committees 
were extremely parochial and there are few instances of one 
committee co-operating with another except when circumstances 
were so desperate that an ad hoc delegation was formed to lobby 
the colonial government for additional funds. Similarly, the 
Ballarat Star and Courier reported on the efforts of district 
library committees but made few references to the fate of  
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libraries in comparable population centres such as Bendigo or 
Geelong. In many instances the records of a specific library have 
been used in conjunction with colonial newspaper reports as a 
means of identifying the immediate problems and long-term trends 
confronting library committees. For example, the minute books of 
the Ararat library provide little information about committee 
meetings, whereas the Ararat Advertiser devoted considerable 
attention to sporadic debates about the appropriateness of 
opening the library on Sundays. Conversely, the minute books of 
the Maryborough Free Library include detailed reports about a 
plethora of issues confronting the library committee whereas 
these matters were seldom reported in the Maryborough Advertiser. 
 
The data contained in the Census of Victoria between 1851-1881 
provides considerable information about population numbers, 
mobility, social background and literacy rates in the colony. 
Both the raw data and the trends can be identified even though 
the census areas are usually greater than a library’s ‘catchment 
area’. The total population of the two electoral districts 
encompassing the Ballarat goldfields - North Grant and North 
Grenville - increased rapidly from 14,800 to 42,000 in three 
years between 1854-1857. This surge in population was then 
followed by a decade of stable growth and it is argued that both 
the population growth and the changing demographic profile of the 
goldfields had a direct impact on the evolution of Ballarat 
libraries.8
 
The Victorian government began publishing Year-Books in 1875 and 
whilst these annual publications contained limited information 
about specific libraries, they did include aggregated data such 
as the total number of visits to colonial libraries, bookstock, 
and the levels of expenditure by the colonial government and by 
municipalities. This information is of limited value on an annual 
basis but it becomes significant when used to identify long-term 
trends in the development of libraries throughout the colony. For 
example the Victorian Year-Book for 18759 reports that a total of  
                         
8  Facts and Figures: or Notes of Progress, Statistical and General for Australasian 
 Circulation. W. H. Archer, (ed.),  William Fairfax & Co., Melbourne, 1858, p. 14.  
9  Victorian Year-Book for 1875, Government Printer, Melbourne, 1875, p. 150. 
 8
1,163,208 visits were made to the colony’s 138 libraries. Twenty 
years later, total visits to the 395 libraries in the colony had 
more than doubled, to 2,981,696. These figures suggest that 
public libraries were regarded as extremely popular community 
assets and that steadily increasing library patronage had been a 
normal occurrence throughout the latter half of the nineteenth 
century. However, the annual statistical reports in the Year-
Books do not differentiate between levels of usage by the casual 
visitor or by the financial member. The 1894 Year-Book indicates 
that the revenue generated by private subscriptions to all 
colonial libraries was only 32,463 pounds at a time when the 
typical library subscription was one pound per annum per adult.10 
Once again this implies that only 3% of the population was a 
library subscriber. Leaving aside the patronage of the Melbourne 
Public Library (State Library of Victoria), the gross figures 
contained in the Year-Books disguised the problems facing 
hundreds of library committees that were overwhelmed by the high 
cost of building maintenance and the relatively low levels of 
income derived from annual subscriptions. 
 
Information contained in the Victorian Municipal Directory and 
Gazetteer provides considerable detail about the physical 
development of towns and shires in Victoria in a decade of rapid 
library growth.11 Similarly, parliamentary debates about annual 
funding allocations to libraries and the eventual adoption of the 
Free Libraries Act in 1885 provide another indicator of the 
development of libraries in the community.12
 
Debates about Libraries and Reading 
 
Nineteenth-century commentators often described the physical 
elements of the library - specifically the impressive buildings, 
the comfortable interior decor and the range of newspapers and 
magazines available to subscribers - within the broader context  
                         
10  Victorian Year-Book for 1894, Government Printer, Melbourne, 1894, p. 904. 
11  Victorian Municipal Directory and Gazetteer, Arnall & Jackson, Melbourne, 1865. 
12  see, for example, Census of Victoria, 1881. General Report with summary, tables, 
 diagrams and map, Government Printer, Melbourne, 1883; Victoria, Free Libraries 
 Act, 1885. 
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of civic pride and progress. This sense of pride is apparent in 
the illustrations contained in Candy & Laurent’s Pioneering 
Culture: Mechanics’ Institutes and Schools of Art in Australia.13 
In each case the size of the building or its imposing facade is 
obvious and complements the tone of the speeches made on the day 
when the foundation stone was laid.  
 
This research places a particular emphasis on the management of 
libraries and the usage of their lending collections in order to 
show that many of the problems associated with the failure of 
libraries to achieve their full potential was the responsibility 
of the local committee. In the past century, the development of 
the public library has been analysed in the context of social 
control, popular culture and civic progress and it is possible to 
identify several broad but overlapping trends. 
 
• the commentary by nineteenth-century scholars, journalists and 
civic leaders about the adoption of British cultural 
traditions and the speed with which libraries were introduced 
to the Australian colonies. 
• the analysis of private reading practices and the debate about 
the relevance of popular fiction; both within the context of 
nineteenth-century society and within the more specific 
context of collection development in the public library. 
• local history monographs that focus on the development of 
numerous public institutions - including the public library - 
in every municipality. 
• recent scholarship that has focused on the development of 
specific libraries and the role of individual librarians. 
 
Nineteenth-century scholars, ministers of religion, newspaper 
editors and civic leaders have described the ways in which the 
dominant Mechanics’ Institute model was adapted to suit the needs 
of British and colonial readers. These commentators traditionally 
focus on the speed with which libraries were established and the 
enthusiasm of the local committee. Whilst these public advocates  
                         
13  P. Candy & J. Laurent, (eds.), Pioneering Culture: Mechanics’ Institutes and Schools of 
 Arts in Australia, Auslib Press, Adelaide, 1994, 
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often debated the optimum method of service delivery (lectures, 
the quantity of technical bookstock, opening hours and the 
payment of subscription by instalment), they did not challenge 
the belief that the public library was the ideal means of 
providing opportunities for personal and civic improvement. For 
example, in 1853 James Hole published an ‘Essay on the History 
and Management of Literary, Scientific and Mechanics’ 
Institutions...’.14 This essay was intended for a small audience 
of men who had both the means and inclination to form libraries 
and, as such, Hole’s views were common to an elite group who 
believed that libraries should be established by benefactors on 
behalf of the artisan and working classes.  
 
At the Library Association’s conference in London in 1878, 
librarian Peter Cowell presented a paper ‘On the Admission of 
Fiction in Free Public Libraries’ and at the same conference in 
the following September,  J. T. Kay discussed ‘The provision of 
novels in rate-supported libraries’.15 Both authors held the view 
that libraries provided benefits to their local communities 
although they debated the popular perception that moral 
improvement and civic progress would be enhanced by the 
establishment of an Institute or Free library. Both Cowell and 
Kay argued that libraries had already begun to lose their ability 
to improve society because of the type of reading material 
contained in the library. Specifically, Cowell objected to the 
salacious content of popular fiction for women readers while Kay 
expressed doubts that adult readers would ever graduate to higher 
forms of literature after enjoying a saturation diet of escapist 
fiction.   
 
                         
14  J. Hole, An Essay on the History and Management of Literary, Scientific and 
 Mechanics’ Institutions and especially how they may be developed to promote the 
 moral well being  of the country. Longmans Green, London, 1853, pp. 6-9. 
15  P. Cowell, ‘On the Admission of Fiction in Free Public Libraries’, E. Nicholson & 
 H. Tedder, (eds.), Transactions and Proceedings of the Conference of Librarians held 
 in London, October 1877. Trubner & Co,. London, 1878, pp. 60-67; J.T. Kay, ‘The 
 provision of novels in rate-supported libraries’, H. Tedder & E. Thomas, (eds.), 
 Transactions and Proceedings of the Second Annual Meeting of the Library 
 Association of  the United Kingdom held in Manchester, September 23,24 and 25, 
 1879, pp. 42-46.  
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In 1894 Greenwood published Public libraries: a history of the 
movement and a manual for the organisation and management of rate 
supported libraries. One of the most passionate supporters of the 
British public library system, Greenwood claimed that ‘it would 
have been impossible to desire a more healthy progress in the 
Public Library movement’ and he argued that the library model had 
been successfully adopted because to the involvement of 
benefactors and because the library was regarded as an 
invaluable, non-political and non-religious institution. 
Greenwood optimistically concluded that,  
 
...the future historian...will acknowledge these citizens’ 
institutions as occupying a foremost place in the nation’s 
life. Within the next 20 years the entire country will be 
covered by these institutions. The movement is one which 
lies essentially at the root of the well being and uplifting 
of the people. 16
 
The comments by authors such as Hole, Cowell, Kay and Greenwood 
were remarkably consistent when they argue that public libraries 
would strengthen the moral fabric of society and that libraries 
were an essential component of life in both rural townships and 
industrial cities. They also argued that the library would serve 
as a bridge between the working and middle classes and, in the 
future, it could provide a balanced collection of material to 
suit the aspirations of self-improving artisans and adult readers 
who wanted to enjoy the classics and better forms of contemporary 
literature. The views of such commentators are significant 
because they demonstrate a high degree of unanimity of thought 
over more than half a century of debate on this topic. 
 
Similar views about the beneficial effect of public libraries 
have been expressed in the American literature. For example, 
Steiner wrote an essay on ‘The Future of the Free Public Library’ 
in 1876 in which he argued that the public library played a vital 
role in a democratic society because it was one of the ‘freest  
                         
16  T. Greenwood, Public Libraries: a history of the movement and a manual for the 
 organisation and management of rate supported libraries, 1894, Reprinted by the 
 College of  Librarianship, Wales, 1971, preface, p. 420. 
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instruments known to the nineteenth century for the elevation of 
the race from ignorance...’. Steiner recommended that public 
libraries stock ‘treasures from the past’ and that it was 
incumbent on the public librarian to play a guiding role in 
directing the reader to this superior material.17
 
This sense of confidence was also evident in Australia where the 
speed with which certain Australian libraries amassed large 
collections and offered generous terms of access to their readers 
was regarded as clear evidence that the colonists were making 
progress in their efforts to introduce uplifting British 
institutions to the colonies. This sense of confidence was 
further enhanced when a British commentator published a 
flattering report on the status of Australian colonial libraries 
in 1884. C.W. Holgate, a ‘Member of the Library Association of 
United Kingdom and of Lincoln’s Inn, Barrister-at-Law’ visited 
several Australian colonies in early 1884 to inspect public 
libraries. His report, ‘An Account of the Chief Libraries of 
Australia and Tasmania’,18 is of great significance because it 
represents the first critical assessment of Australian libraries. 
Holgate based his ‘short account of libraries in the Antipodes’ 
on personal inspection and the solicitation of written reports 
from library committees throughout the colonies. This latter 
method of data collection may have resulted in some exaggerated 
claims but, in aggregate terms, Holgate’s report accurately 
described the rapid growth of Australian libraries from the 1850s 
until 1884. It will be shown in subsequent chapters that 
Holgate’s review took place at a time of impending crisis for 
colonial libraries and, had his investigation taken place in the 
early-1890s, his findings would have been very different. 
Holgate’s visit to the Australian colonies coincided with a 
period of extreme but unsubstantiated optimism, and as a result  
                         
17  L. Steiner, ‘The Future of the Free Public Library’, 1876. Reprinted in D. Ellsworth 
 & H. Stevens, (eds.), Landmarks in Library Literature, 1876-1976, Scarecrow Press, 
 New Jersey, 1976, pp. 231-246. 
18  C. Holgate, An Account of the Chief Libraries in Australia and Tasmania,   
 C. Whittingham & Co., London, 1886, p.25. Holgate’s report was transmitted to a 
 colleague in Britain who read it before the Library Association’s conference in Dublin. 
 The author then returned to Britain and, with slight revisions, published his paper in 
 August 1886. 
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he misinterpreted much of the data regarding the inadequacy of 
library funding, the distortion of library collections and the 
decline in the level of public usage. 
 
In Victoria, Sir Redmond Barry played a crucial role in the 
development of public libraries.  Galbally’s recent biography of 
Barry describes his pivotal role in the formation of the 
Melbourne Public Library, the University of Melbourne, the art 
gallery and numerous other public institutions.19 Previously 
McVilly20 and Kirsop21 had assessed Barry’s role in the 
development of the Melbourne Public Library’s extensive book 
collection. Barry attended the 1877 ‘Conference of Librarians’ in 
London and proudly told his audience of the progress being 
achieved at the MPL. While his paper ‘On Lending Books’22 was a 
description of only one facet of the MPL’s operation, Sir 
Redmond’s presence at this conference and his extensive book 
buying activities in Britain were powerful symbols of the rapid 
development of colonial libraries. 
 
Since the early 1850s Sir Redmond Barry had been keen to 
introduce the free library model to regional Victoria. An 
advocate of free libraries and a critic of the dominant 
Mechanics’ Institute model, Barry argued that Institutes 
invariably adopted a series of restrictive policies that 
discriminated against members of the working classes. Barry was 
also critical of those Institutes that applied for government 
funds to erect buildings or claimed to be acquiring technical 
books for the benefit of artisans, mechanics and members of the 
working classes, whilst at the same time adopting a fee structure  
                         
19  A. Galbally, Redmond Barry: An Anglo-Irish Australian, MUP, Melbourne, 1995. 
20  D. McVilly, ‘The Acquisitions Policy of the State Library of Victoria, 1853-1880’,  
 La Trobe Library Journal, April 1971, pp. 57-63; D. McVilly, ‘Something to blow 
 about? -  The State Library of Victoria, 1856-1880’, La Trobe Library Journal, 
 October 1971, pp. 81-90.  
21  W. Kirsop, ‘In Search of Redmond Barry’s Private Library’, La Trobe Library 
 Journal, October 1980, pp. 25-33. 
22  R. Barry, ‘On lending books’, E. Nicholson & H. Tedder, (eds.), Transactions and 
 Proceedings of the Conference of Librarians held in London, October 1877, Trubner 
 & Co., London, 1878, p.135. 
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and a social environment that discouraged working-class men and 
women from joining a library.23  
 
As previously noted, colonial newspapers provide detailed reports 
about the formation of Mechanics’ Institute and Free libraries 
and this extensive coverage reinforced the view that the 
formation of a public library was a progressive step and one that 
would benefit all members of the community. At least three 
journalists (Withers in Ballarat, Osborne at Warrnambool and 
Saint at Castlemaine) were members of their local library 
committee and they provide a great deal of information about the 
achievements of each committee. It is acknowledged that colonial 
newspaper editors were strong supporters of virtually every new 
civic project but when referring to the formation of a library, 
they predicted a positive future for even the most humble 
library. This sense of confidence was so strong that as early as 
15 February 1859, readers of the Castlemaine Advertiser were 
advised that there was no longer a need to debate the obvious 
merits of a public library. 
 
When referring to the development of libraries in the last 
quarter of the nineteenth century, a few editors admonished local 
readers for their lack of support for the library but this type 
of complaint was not common and editors continued to express 
their firm conviction that the growth of colonial libraries would 
continue unabated. With hindsight it is apparent that these 
commentators were making little use of library membership 
records, book circulation lists, or financial reports to 
substantiate their views. 
 
One American scholar, Paul Sykes, is critical of this lack of 
critical analysis when he argues that few scholars have examined 
the reasons why rate-supported libraries failed to meet community 
expectations or why this ‘new and hard won facility failed to 
excite widespread public interest’. Sykes refers to the 
‘euphoric, but misplaced confidence of Greenwood’, the ‘dearth of  
                         
23  R. Barry, ‘Address at the Opening of the Free Library of  Ballarat East on Friday 1st 
 January 1869’, Reprinted in La Trobe Library Journal, October 1980, pp. 42-48.  
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explicit written criticism’ about libraries and the ‘apathy, 
acquiescence and introspection’ displayed by scholars who have 
merely recorded, rather than challenged, the information 
contained in annual reports and similar official publications. 24  
His detailed analysis of the origins of British public libraries 
indicates that the ‘goodness’ or innate worthiness of a public 
library was championed by a number of genuine activists but, once 
established, the same library was often ignored by large sections 
of the community. 
 
There has been a greater emphasis placed on the analysis of 
writing and publishing of books in Australia than on the reading 
habits of individual library patrons. However, recently there has 
been a greater emphasis on the significance of personal reading 
by colonists. The papers presented at an Australian Cultural 
History conference in 1992 (referred to below) and research 
undertaken by Askew,25 Walker,26 and Candy and Laurent27, show the 
diversity and scope of the private reading experience and its 
significance for libraries. 
 
When analysing the debate about reading in the nineteenth 
century, it is acknowledged that several important issues have 
not been addressed in detail in this thesis. For example, Bate 
has shown that Ballarat was a literate community and that the 
goldfields attracted a large number of educated men who believed 
in self-improvement and adult learning.28 Throughout the 
nineteenth and twentieth centuries, a number of organisations 
other than public libraries, promoted reading and literacy in the 
community and thereby complemented public libraries,29 but  
                         
24  P. Sykes, The Public Library in Perspective: an Examination of its origins and modern 
 role, Clive Bingley, London, 1979, p. 8. 
25  M. Askew, A Shapely and Benevolent Civilization: Interaction and Social Order in 19th 
 Century Geelong, 1845-1900, Ph.D. Dissertation, Monash University, 1991. 
26  D. Walker, (ed.), Books, Readers, Reading. Australian Cultural History, no. 11, Deakin 
 University, Geelong, 1992, p. vii. 
27  P. Candy & J. Laurent, (eds.), Pioneering Culture: Mechanics’ Institutes and Schools of 
 Arts in Australia, Auslib Press, Adelaide, 1994, pp. 8, 380.   
28
  W. Bate, Lucky City: the First Generation at Ballarat, 1851-1900. MUP, Melbourne, 
 1978. 
29
  For example, municipal directories in the 1860-70s and the Ballarat Star refer to the 
 formation of a number of literary societies such as the Trades Hall Literary Institute in 
 the 1880s. For example, Ballarat Star, 16 September 1884. 
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libraries operated by churches, unions and societies have not 
been fully examined. Similarly, Walker’s Books, Readers, Reading 
shows the diversity of reading habits by individuals although it 
has not been possible to fully analyse this research within the 
timeframe of this thesis. Secondly, there remains a severe 
shortage of primary records that document the reading habits of 
individual library patrons. Both Askew and Adkins30 specifically 
refer to the absence of detailed membership lists, and Adkins 
describes the recent discovery of a set of borrowers records 
relating to one small, nineteenth century library in Tasmania as 
a ‘rare opportunity’ to analyse the reading and book borrowing 
habits of one community. In spite of these limitations, it has 
been possible to analyse a range of sources (such as book 
purchases, the reading by males and females, collection 
development policies, and membership levels) pertaining to 
libraries in Ballarat in order to identify the reading habits and 
preferences of a group of colonists who subscribed to a public 
library.   
 
Elsewhere, the debate about library collections and reading 
habits tends to focus on one specific issue - the popularity of 
‘sensation fiction’ - to the exclusion of most other factors. The 
literature indicates that most commentators disapproved of the 
reading habits of their ancestors. Almost seventy years ago 
Leavis produced a comprehensive overview of the popularity of 
fiction in Britain. In Fiction and the Reading Public, Leavis 
observed that novels had exerted an enormous influence on the 
minds and lives of the English people for three centuries and her 
sense of disapproval is apparent. The chapter on ‘The Growth of 
Public Reading’ contains a wealth of information about 
nineteenth-century book sales and reading habits, but the 
author’s disapproval of the public’s fascination with novels (‘to 
obtain vicarious satisfaction and compensations for life’) is 
well documented in the following chapter entitled, ‘The 
Disintegration of the Reading Public’. 31
 
                         
30
  M. Askew, op. cit., p. 263; K. Adkins, ‘Books and Reading in Colonial Tasmania: the 
 Evandale Subscription Library, 847-1861’, History of the Book in Australia conference, 
 State Library of New South Wales,  Sydney, 19-20 September 1998 
31  Q. Leavis, Fiction and the Reading Public, Chatto & Windus, London, 1932. 
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There is no equivalent work that combines literary history and 
the reading habits of individuals who were members of an 
Institute or free library in nineteenth-century Australia.32 
Australian fiction has been subject to analysis by scholars who 
are concerned with the writing and content of novels, but, as 
Walker notes, the complexities of ‘books, readers and reading’ 
has not been fully analysed because it is such an encompassing 
topic.33 Argyle’s An Introduction to the Australian Novel and 
Brissenden’s Aspects of Australian Fiction34 are two examples of 
this focus on the production of Australian literature. Argyle 
identifies common elements in the productions of Australian 
fiction but makes no reference to libraries, book sales or 
readers. The essays in Aspects of Australian Fiction follow a 
similar path. Other recent anthologies, such as The Macmillan 
Anthology of Australian Literature, The Oxford Literary Guide to 
Australia and The Oxford Literary History of Australia continue 
to focus on the production of Australian books, not their 
readership.35 For example, in the latter work, Perkins claims that 
between 1851-1914 Australian writers made a deliberate effort to 
‘establish a literary culture independent of and supplementary to 
the British heritage’, but readers of these Australian books are 
not identified.36
 
Several essays in Hergenhan’s The Penguin New Literary History of 
Australia37 briefly refer to the reading public in the wider  
                         
32  The Australia Council commissioned a detailed study of contemporary reading patterns 
 but this analysis is demographic, not personal. (Books - Who Reads Them? A Study of 
 borrowing and buying in Australia, Australia Council, Sydney, 1990.) 
33  D. Walker, op. cit., p. vii. 
34  B. Argyle, An Introduction to the Australian Novel: 1830-1930. Oxford University 
 Press, London, 1972, p. 7; A. Brissenden, (ed.), Aspects of Australian Fiction, 
 University of Western Australia Press, Perth, 1990. 
35  K. Goodwin & A. Lawson, (eds.), The Macmillan Anthology of Australian 
 Literature, Macmillan, South Melbourne, 1990; P. Pierce, (ed.), The Oxford Literary 
 Guide to Australia, revised edition, Oxford University Press, Melbourne, 1993; B. 
 Bennett & J. Strauss, (eds.), The Oxford Literary History of Australia, Oxford 
 University Press, Sydney, 1998. 
36  E. Perkins, ‘Literary Culture 1851-1914: Founding a Canon’, B. Bennett & J. Strauss, 
 (eds.), The Oxford Literary History of Australia, Oxford University Press, 
 Sydney, 1998, p. 47. 
37  L. Hergenhan, (ed.), The Penguin New Literary History of Australia, Penguin, 
 Melbourne, 1988.  
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context of Australia’s literary history. For example, Webby 
argues that ‘the production of literature is a complex business’ 
but in her necessarily brief essay, the focus is on the earliest 
attempts to produce literature in a society that was small, 
isolated and overwhelmed by the ‘parent culture’.38 Stewart’s 
essay on ‘Journalism and the World of the Writer’39 argues that 
colonial journalists ‘remained the mainstay of colonial literary 
production’ but again there are few references to the reader.40 
Niall’s Australia Through the Looking-Glass: Children’s Fiction 
1830-198041 is a detailed analysis of the development of 
children’s literature in Australia. Niall argues that Australian 
fiction for children has been subject to considerable scrutiny 
and identifies a number of specific genres. Readers are mentioned 
in the wider context of book sales by specific authors, such as 
Ethel Turner, but there are no references to libraries or the 
public lending of children’s books in the nineteenth century. 
 
The analysis of the reading habits of colonists has focused on 
only a few individuals. For example, Webby’s 1971 thesis on 
‘Literature and the Reading Public in Australia, 1800-1850’ 
relies on data from retail shops and publishers’ catalogues.42 
Jorden examined Marcus Clarke’s library,43 Kirsop analysed Sir 
Redmond Barry’s private library44 and Jill Roe explored Miles 
Franklin’s library in Australian Cultural History.45 Similarly 
Frost46 and Alsop47 have both examined the reading preferences of  
                         
38  E. Webby, ‘Writers, Printers, Readers: the Production of Australian Literature before 
 1855’, L. Hergenhan, (ed.), op. cit.,  pp. 113-125.  
39  K. Stewart, ‘Journalism and the World of the Writer: the Production of Australian 
 Literature, 1855-1915’, L. Hergenhan, op. cit., pp. 174-193. 
40  A. Manguel, A History of Reading, Viking, London, 1996. A ‘deliciously discursive’ 
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41  B. Niall, Australia Through the Looking-Glass: Children’s Fiction 1830-1980, MUP, 
 Melbourne, 1984, pp. 1-4, 206-7. 
42  E. Webby, Literature and the Reading Public in Australia, 1800-1850, Ph.D. 
 Dissertation, University of Sydney, 1971, pp. 1-2. 
43  A-M Jordens, ‘Marcus Clarke’s library’, Australian Literary Studies, vol. 7, no. 4, 
 October 1976, pp. 399-412. 
44  W. Kirsop, ‘In Search of Redmond Barry’s private library’, La Trobe Library 
 Journal, October 1980, pp. 25-33. 
45  J. Roe, ‘Miles Franklin’s library’, D. Walker, (ed.), op. cit., pp. 51-55. 
46  L. Frost, A Face in the Glass: the journal and life of Annie Baxter Dawbin, 
 Heinemann, South Melbourne, 1992. 
47  P. Alsop, ‘Readership in Victoria, c1835-1865’ with  particular emphasis on Mrs Annie 
 (Baxter) Dawbin as a representative reader’, Bulletin of the Bibliographical Society 
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one colonist, Annie Baxter Dawbin. Collectively these assessments 
support an hypothesis that educated or wealthy colonists seldom 
regarded the public library as their primary source of reading 
material. Dawbin, for example, obtained her books from personal 
acquaintances and private subscription libraries. Similarly Ada 
Cambridge was an avid reader and writer who had access to private 
libraries throughout Victoria and joined several subscription 
libraries in Melbourne, but there is no evidence that she joined 
the Ballarat East Free Library when living in the neighbouring 
township of Ballan. Access to, or ownership of, a private book 
collection does not necessarily provide an accurate assessment of 
an individual’s total reading habits, but an analysis of the 
private book collections of colonists such as Clarke, Barry and 
Dawbin suggests that there was little correlation between their 
reading tastes and those of the majority of library patrons in 
Ballarat or Bendigo. 
 
More recently, the Australian Cultural History conference has 
attempted to widen the debate about private reading by focusing 
on the theme of ‘Books, Readers, Reading’, and by addressing a 
diverse range of topics including Bible reading by O’Farrell, and 
newspaper reading by both Inglis and Morrison. These papers are 
not specifically public library based but they are in keeping 
with Walker’s argument that reading should be subject to a multi-
disciplinary analysis.48 Lyons49 challenges the historian to 
include an appraisal of the reader in conjunction with the usual 
study of book publishing and public librarianship. He notes that 
a great deal of research has been undertaken with regard to the 
production of books and the value and purpose of the text, but  
argues that we need the ‘reader’s version of literary history’ to 
understand the mysteries of the individual reader’s preferences 
and the social history of reading. Scates analyses the source and 
content of books that were read by certain politically active 
individuals in the 1890s and concludes that the typical  
                         
48  D. Walker, (ed.), op. cit.,  p. v. 
49  M. Lyons, ‘Texts, Books, and Readers: Which Kind of Cultural History?’, D. Walker, 
 (ed.), op. cit.,  pp. 1-15.  
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Mechanics’ Institute library was ‘closed to all but the most 
respectable of tradesmen and...appears to have been captured by 
middle-class subscribers’.50   
 
Referring to the period between 1780-1840, Clarke and Spender 
argue that the first generation of women were denied access to 
‘education, occupation and mobility’ and, as a consequence, 
reading and writing were important attributes in colonial women’s 
lives. In their introduction, the authors claim that women were 
encouraged to write but dissuaded from reading.51 In contrast, 
this thesis shows that by the end of the nineteenth century, the 
book borrowing ratio of women at the Ballarat libraries was seven 
times greater than that of men.  
 
Lyons argues that librarians played a negative role in the 
development of the reading habits of individuals because they 
‘deplored the reading tastes of book borrowers who exhibited a 
ravenous appetite for fiction’ and had ‘patronising notions’ 
about the behaviour of library patrons.52 In this thesis it is 
shown that a relatively small group of women borrowed large 
quantities of popular fiction, which undoubtably frustrated 
Ballarat’s librarians who claimed that their goal was the 
promotion of  quality literature. There is, however no evidence 
to suggest that any librarian stopped buying popular fiction 
because such a practice would have reduced the level of income 
derived from subscriptions. 
 
As previously noted, the primary barrier to a detailed analysis 
of the reading habits of library patrons has been the absence of 
documentation relating to the library’s book transaction records. 
These files or cards were not designed to be preserved whereas 
printed catalogues of several colonial libraries are extant. As a 
result, it is possible to identify the type of books acquired by 
the library committee and the total number of books issued to the  
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public, but it is seldom possible to identify specific titles 
borrowed by individual library patrons. For example, Kwasitsu’s53 
analysis of the popularity of fiction titles at the Bendigo 
library identifies the most popular books but she is unable to 
provide any information about individual borrowing practices. Her 
assessment of bookstock circulation ratios indicates that a 
relatively small part of the collection - fiction for women and 
by women - was disproportionately popular at Bendigo. When 
combined with an analysis of bookstock circulation ratios and 
membership records at Ballarat and Flint’s review of popular 
books in Britain, it is possible to conclude that Ballarat women 
had similar tastes to their British counterparts, even though 
detailed records of book borrowing habits by individuals are not 
available. 
 
 
Those descriptions of the operation of the Mechanics’ Institute 
or Free library that are presented within the context of 
Victoria’s municipal history  provide a great deal of secondary 
information, but such publications have many limitations because 
the empirical data is presented in an uncritical manner. When 
analysing the role of the public library, only three elements of 
public librarianship - the date and costs of the building and the 
role of the chairman - are usually mentioned. As a result, the 
physical existence of the library is acknowledged but its 
specific role is subsumed by more generic fields of study. There 
are a few exceptions, such as Hebb’s chapter on the development 
of the Colac Free Library54 and Wild’s discussion of the municipal 
library in his history of Geelong,55 but the majority of local 
history monographs describe the formation of the public library 
in a chapter that deals with the establishment of all other civic 
amenities in the town or city. Thus Liston briefly describes the 
formation of the Campbelltown library in a chapter  
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entitled ‘Daily Life’,56 and Millis describes the Tamworth library 
in a section entitled ‘Private pleasures and Public works’.57    
 
Local history monographs that focus on one city, town or shire 
were often commissioned or promoted by local authorities with 
little interest in referring to failure, uncertainty or even 
ordinary behaviour on the part of those who established the 
original civic institutions. This is particularly evident in 
earlier publications such as Withers’ History of Ballarat (1887), 
Osburne’s History of Warrnambool(1888),58 Earle’s Port Fairy 
(1896),59 and Cooper’s History of Prahran...(1912).60 Each of 
these publications contains numerous indications that the 
development of a township was a direct consequence of the 
pioneering role played by a small group of civic leaders. Writing 
in 1957 Nadel61 argued that this type of local history monograph 
was ‘largely unreliable’ because of the absence of any critical 
analysis and this criticism is certainly applicable to the 
description of libraries in such publications. The tendency to 
incorporate the library in the broader context of municipal 
history is still evident in more recent publications including 
Garden’s Hamilton, a Western District History62, Elsum’s History 
of Williamstown63 and Osborn and Du Bourg’s Maryborough: a Social 
History, 1854-1904,64 all of which were published in the 1980s. 
Garden, for example, devotes only a few paragraphs to the 
formation of the Hamilton Mechanics’ Institute and its transition 
to a Mechanics’ Institute and Free Library in the 1880s. Osborn’s 
description of the formation of the Maryborough library is longer  
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but is included as part of the chapter ‘Smoothing the Rough 
Edges’, which also refers to the formation of numerous other 
cultural amenities in the 1880s. More recently, Ferry makes a 
brief reference to the Armidale School of Arts in a chapter 
entitled ‘The Struggle for the Town’ - referring to the dominant 
role played by those residents who were anxious to bring a sense 
of respectability to this township.65
 
The intense rivalry between those municipalities that built large 
town halls, developed fashionable boulevards and attempted to 
attract government agencies (ranging from libraries to prisons) 
was a common element in the colonial press, but few local history 
monographs provide any comparative analysis of this process. 
Bate’s Lucky City, for instance, focuses on the rivalry between 
the City of Ballaarat and the Township of Ballarat East, but 
ignores the parallel development of the suburbs of Sebastopol and 
Buninyong and other goldfield municipalities such as Bendigo, 
Castlemaine and Dunolly.66 Similarly, Banfield’s67 history of 
Ararat ignores the development of Stawell while Sayers’ history 
of Stawell68 ignores Ararat, even though these two towns were 
bitter economic, cultural and sporting rivals. 
 
Within the context of Australian municipal history, there have 
been few critics of the role or effectiveness of public 
libraries. R. A. McCallum, the former manager of the Central 
Highlands Regional Library Service, published a brief history of 
Ballarat libraries in 1978 to celebrate the centenary of the City 
of Ballaarat Free Library. He is complimentary of the role of his 
predecessors but extremely critical of parochial local government 
administrators who refused to co-operate with each other and who 
frequently made planning decisions that jeopardised the 
development of library services. McCallum also criticises the 
decisions of those nineteenth-century committees that restricted 
public access to libraries through the imposition of cultural and  
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physical barriers.69 As previously noted, Sykes is one of the few 
who has challenged the presumption that the development of public 
libraries was actively supported by a large proportion of the 
community. He argues that, 
 
Apathy, acquiescence and introspection have tended to 
obscure any re-appraisal of public library origins [and] 
in consequence the causes of the under-use and poor 
reputation of public libraries are among the least 
seriously studied and most travestied aspects of their 
history...As a result there has been an over-reliance on 
the writings of a relatively small number of library 
historians and an uncritical acceptance of their 
findings.70
 
This criticism is also valid in the Australian context where 
local historians have simply ignored the demise of the  
Mechanics’ Institute and its library. In 1990, Rochester71  argued 
that there did not exist a formal structure with regard to the 
study of library history in this country, an assertion  supported 
by the absence of research papers on this topic in the peak 
journal of the Library Association of Australia. The Australian 
Library Journal is currently devoted to topics such as 
information technology and managerialism but even in the past 
thirty years it had published very few articles about public 
libraries or library history. Several articles have described the 
formation of a specific colonial library, but these brief papers 
are similar to local history monographs that concentrate on 
foundation stones and chairmen. Typical examples include C. 
McCallum’s ‘History of the Public Library in Victoria’, Biskup’s 
‘The Public Library of Western Australia’ and Durrant’s 
‘Australia’s first public library’.72 Although there have been a  
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few recent articles about the formation of public libraries in 
the Journal of the Royal Historical Society of Victoria and the 
Sydney-based Journal of the Royal Australian Historical Society, 
they tend to focus on the accumulation of private book 
collections by individual colonists. There have been no such 
studies of colonial libraries in Australian Historical Studies in 
the past decade. 
 
Elsewhere there is evidence of a small but growing body of 
research that is moving away from the previous ‘uncritical 
acceptance’ of earlier findings about colonial libraries. In 
Australia, this renewed interest in the development of public 
libraries has coincided with the development of a specific field 
of research that is loosely centred around departments of 
Librarianship at several universities. A few scholars have 
analysed the transference of the British public library model to 
Australia. For example, Healy’s 1983 thesis on ‘The development 
of libraries for the community in Victoria, 1850-1885’73 
concentrates on several related issues, including the ease with 
which the Mechanics’ Institute library model was transferred from 
Britain to Victoria and the ways in which colonial committees 
attempted to mould their library to meet local needs. She 
concludes that public demand for a meeting room and for 
recreational library services were the key elements in the rapid 
growth of Institute libraries in Victoria. In the context of this 
research, Healy’s analysis has two implications. The first is 
that the relatively slow rate of development of libraries in 
Ballarat suggests that public demand was less energetic or less 
focused than in other colonial townships. This proposition is 
analysed in detail in chapters 3 and 4. Secondly, like Holgate’s 
earlier investigation, Healy’s research concludes in 1885, 
coinciding with a period in which public libraries were facing a 
major crisis of confidence. By extending the review period to the 
1890s, it becomes apparent that a long period of stagnation had 
already commenced in the 1880s.  
 
                         
73  S. Healy, The Development of Libraries for the Community in Victoria, 1850-1885, 
 MA Thesis, Graduate School of Librarianship, Monash University, Clayton, 1983. 
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Three recent articles published in ALJ by Charing74 on the British 
Public Libraries Act of 1850, by Pymm75 on the debate about 
fiction, and by Kruk76 on the role of the public library as an 
educational institution are welcome additions to the literature. 
Charing and Pymm’s essays provide an international perspective on 
public library history. They have investigated two very specific 
aspects of public library development in Britain in the 
nineteenth century and address the issues of government support 
and collection development. Charing examines the rationale behind 
the creation of a special Act of Parliament to assist with the 
formation of the municipal library at a time when the Mechanics’ 
Institute model dominated. Charing argues that an appreciation of 
other legislative reforms in Britain in the 1840-60s is a 
prerequisite to an understanding of why public library 
legislation was enacted nationally but seldom adopted at the 
municipal level. Pymm’s essay on ‘The Trouble with Fiction’77 is 
significant because it identifies the similarities of the problem 
facing library committees in Britain, the USA and the Australian 
colonies. (Potter’s earlier analysis of the bookstock of the 
Hawkesbury Agricultural College Library shows that excessive 
demand for fiction was regarded as a problem at that library as 
well.78) Kruk’s argument is more confronting because he claims 
that the transition of the public library from an educational to 
recreational service provider began 200 years ago and is still 
not fully understood by librarians or the community.  
 
Evidence of a minor renewal of interest in nineteenth-century 
public librarianship is also contained in the American journal,  
                         
74  S. Charing, ‘Self-help v state intervention: the 1850 Public Libraries Act as a 
 reflection of mid-Victorian doctrine’, Australian Library Journal, vol. 44, no. 1, 
 November 1995, pp. 47-54. 
75  B. Pymm, ‘The Trouble with Fiction’, Australian Library Journal, November 1995, 
 pp. 188-194. 
76  M. Kruk, ‘Death of the public library: from ‘people’s university’ to ‘public sector 
 leisure centre’, Australian Library Journal, vol. 47, no. 2, May 1998, pp 157-167. 
77  B. Pymm, op. cit., pp 188-194. 
78  D. Potter, ‘An early agricultural library, the collection at Hawkesbury Agricultural 
 College before 1920’, Journal of the Royal Australian Historical Society’, vol. 70, no. 
 3, 1984, pp. 210-219. 
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Libraries and Culture. Passet’s79 research into the delivery of 
library service to rural readers and the role of men in the 
library profession suggest that many of the nineteenth-century 
debates were international in scope. Ironically, this American 
journal has published several important papers by Australian 
scholars, including Rochester’s assessment of contemporary 
library history research and Kwasitsu’s analysis of the formation 
of libraries in the central Victorian city of Bendigo.80
 
The role of the librarian and the library committee is still 
poorly researched. In 1984 Adams81 argued that the colonial 
librarian had received little public recognition, a situation 
that has not changed significantly since then. For example, 
McVilly82 and Kirsop83 have both assessed the pivotal role of Sir 
Redmond Barry in the development of the Melbourne Public Library 
but their research suggests that Barry’s role overshadowed that 
of the professional librarians at the MPL. Several authors have 
focused on the role of an individual librarian in a colonial 
library. Woods,84 for example, argues that Thomas Ewing had a 
major impact on the development of the Fitzroy Public Library 
while Davison notes that William Henry Batten and his son (Henry 
Cole Batten) provided ninety years of service as Secretary / 
Librarian at the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute library, although 
neither man was a qualified librarian.85 The role of the library  
                         
79  J. Passet, ‘Reaching the Rural Reader: Travelling Libraries in America, 1892-1920’,  
 Libraries and Culture, vol. 26, no. 1, 1991; J. Passet, ‘Men in a feminised profession: 
 the male librarian, 1887-1921’, Libraries and Culture, vol. 28, no. 4, 1993, pp. 385-387; 
 P. Sturges, ‘The Public Library and Reading by the masses: Historical perspectives on 
 the USA and Britain, 1850-1900’, 60th IFLA General Conference, Conference 
 Proceedings, 21-27 August 1994; and similar articles in the (US) Library History 
Round  Table’s bibliography. (http://www.spertus.edu/library-history.)  
80  M. Rochester, op. cit., pp. 115-129; L. Kwasitsu, op. cit., pp. 143-176. 
81  J. Adams, ‘More than librarie keepers’, Books, Libraries and Readers in Colonial 
 Australia, Graduate School of Librarianship, Monash University, Clayton, Vic., 1984, 
 pp. 93-101. 
82  D. McVilly, ‘The Acquisitions Policy of the State Library of Victoria, 1853-1880’,  
 La Trobe Library Journal, April 1971, pp. 57-63.  
83  W. Kirsop, ‘Barry’s ‘Great Emporium’ in the Twenty-First Century: the future of the 
 State Library of Victoria’, La Trobe Library Journal, vol. 12, no. 4, 1990. 
84  C. Woods, ‘Thomas Ewing and the Fitzroy Public Library’, Fitzroy: Melbourne’s 
 First Suburb, Cutten History Committee of the Fitzroy Historical Society, Hyland 
 House, Melbourne, 1989, pp. 55-60. 
85  K. Davison, The Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute, 1859-1951 and the influence of Henry 
 Cole Batten, 1911-1951, Graduate Department of Librarianship, Monash University, 
 Clayton, Vic., 1993.  
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committee has also been largely ignored and Bridge’s history of 
the State Library of South Australia, is one of the few instances 
in which an author provides a detailed analysis of the role of 
committees in the formation of a library.86
 
Rochester’s earlier criticism that Australia does not have a 
formal structure with regard to the study of library history has 
been answered in part by the recent formation of several 
associations of scholars who concentrate on colonial 
librarianship. The Australian Library History Forum began in 1984 
and has generated a number of papers on specific aspects of 
librarianship in Australia. The first volume of conference 
proceedings, Books, Libraries and Readers in Colonial Australia87 
includes papers on the role of the librarian, the development of 
colonial libraries in South Australia, and the significance of 
libraries and readers in nineteenth-century Melbourne. These 
papers are exploratory although the authors indicate that a more 
detailed analysis is possible because they have been able to gain 
access to previously inaccessible primary source material. This 
trend is even more evident in recent Australian Library History 
Forum publications. For example, Instruction and Amusement88 
includes Partridge’s essay on the establishment of Mechanics’ 
Institutes in Western Australia89 and Barker’s essay on the 
Sandhurst Mechanics’ Institute and Free Library.90 These papers 
demonstrate the universality of the belief that nineteenth-
century libraries were regarded as a vehicle by which artisans 
could acquire a lifelong education. In a cumulative sense these  
                         
86  C. Bridge, A Trunk Full of Books: a History of the State  Library of South Australia 
 and its forerunners, Wakefield Press, Netley, SA, 1986; E. Miller, op. cit.; The 
Essential  Features of a Good Public Library, Library  Association of Victoria, Modern 
Printing  Co., Melbourne, 1931; M. Ramsden, A History of the Association of Assistant 
 Librarians, 1895-1945, Association of Assistant Librarians, London, 1973, pp. 2-5. 
87  E. Morrison & M. Talbot, (eds.), Books, Libraries and Readers in Colonial 
 Australia, Graduate School of Librarianship, Monash University, Clayton, 1985,  
 pp. 58-59. 
88  B. McMullin, (ed.), Instruction and Amusement: Papers from the Sixth Australian 
 Library History Forum, Monash Occasional Papers in Librarianship, Recordkeeping 
 & Bibliography, no 8. Ancora Press, Melbourne, 1996.  
89  J. Partridge, ‘The establishment of Mechanics’ Institute in Western Australia, a case 
 study of the Swan River Mechanics’ Institute’, B. McMullin, (ed.), op. cit.,  
 pp. 3-40. 
90  D. Barker, ‘The Sandhurst Mechanics’ Institute and Free library’, B. McMullin, (ed.),  
 op. cit., pp. 41-54. 
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papers, and others by Morrison91 and Mansfield,92 demonstrate that 
a more detailed analysis of the development of colonial libraries 
can now be undertaken because of the availability of more 
empirical data which in turn permits a re-evaluation of much of 
the material that was published in previous years. Similarly, 
Candy and Laurent’s Pioneering Culture: Mechanics’ Institutes and 
Schools of Art in Australia93 contains nineteen highly specific 
essays and shows that the contributors had access to data that 
was not available or utilised by earlier historians. 
 
In a cumulative sense, the literature still fails to provide a 
comparative analysis of the parallel development of the 
Mechanics’ Institute library and the free Library movements. Nor 
does it provide an explanation for the decline of so many 
libraries in Victoria in the mid-1880s. Under these 
circumstances, this research, based on an analysis of both the 
growth and decline phases of three libraries in Ballarat, is 
important. 
 
 
This thesis commences with an analysis of the various adaptations 
of the public library model that existed in Britain in the early-
1800s and the Australian colonies from the 1820s. The Mechanics’ 
Institute was the most popular model although an attempt was made 
to redress this trend in Britain when the Public Libraries Act of 
1850 enabled town councils to establish a free library if lobbied 
by local residents. It was soon apparent that this was an 
unpalatable arrangement because those residents who wanted  
public library facilities preferred the Mechanics’ Institute 
model which delivered a wider range of service to its fee paying 
members. A similar trend was evident in all the Australian 
colonies with the exception of Victoria. As early as the mid-
1840s, the colonial government had already established the 
precedent of allocating direct financial assistance to municipal  
                         
91  I. Morrison, ‘A Former Period of Real Usefulness: the Decline and Fall of the Kyneton 
 Mechanics’ Institute’, B. McMullin, (ed.), op. cit., pp. 55-72. 
92  P. Mansfield, ‘Changing attitudes to fiction on Nineteenth-Century Australian public 
 libraries’, B. McMullin, (ed.), op. cit., pp. 103-116. 
93  P. Candy & J. Laurent, (eds.), op. cit. 
 30
councils and to local committees to establish a library of their 
choice. 
 
Chapter 3 identifies the circumstances that led to the formation 
of a Mechanics’ Institute library in Ballaarat West and a Free 
Library in Ballarat East in 1859/60. The discovery of vast 
amounts of gold in 1851 transformed Ballarat into a remarkable 
environment and Withers, Kimberly, Serle and Bate have each 
identified the important role played by the pioneering generation 
of goldseekers and entrepreneurs throughout the decade. In spite 
of this rapid growth, Ballarat’s civic leaders were relatively 
slow to act and it was not until 1859  -  when Ballarat had a 
population in excess of 40,000  -  that a local committee made 
real progress in the formation of a library. It is argued that 
the population growth and cultural development of Ballarat in the 
1850s created a remarkable situation; one which resulted in the 
formation a large city with numerous cultural amenities including 
churches, schools, newspapers, sporting clubs and hotels. As a 
consequence, local residents were less reliant on a Mechanics’ 
Institute or Free Library to provide a community focus than was 
the case in other, smaller, colonial townships. Furthermore, it 
is shown that Ballarat’s library planning committee entangled 
itself in a series of disputes generated by municipal antagonism, 
and as a result of this animosity, rival committees formed two 
libraries in Ballarat in the same year. 
 
Chapter 4 argues that municipal rivalry and the uncompromising 
attitudes of the BMIL committee heightened the level of public 
dissatisfaction with existing library facilities to such an 
extent that by the 1870s that the City of Ballaarat was forced to 
support another unnecessary duplication of library services. This 
in turn led to the formation of the City of Ballaarat Free 
Library and Reading Room in 1878. Ballarat already boasted two of 
the largest libraries in the Australian colonies and the decision 
to form a new library had major ramifications for all three 
committees as they fought each other for members, money and 
patronage.  
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Chapters 5 and 6 examines the dichotomy that existed between the 
vision and attitudes of the rival library committees in the 
1880s. While the BEFL and the BMIL committees claimed that they 
provided a valuable community service, they were forced to 
acknowledge that their policies resulted in low membership and 
low financial support, but, because of their increasingly 
conservative nature, they were incapable of responding to an 
evolving set of circumstances that ultimately led to the 
stagnation of all three libraries. Earlier, in the 1860s, members 
of the library committees were committed to improving public 
access to useful information by means of diverse book 
collections, lectures and generous opening hours. It is shown 
that the liberal attitudes and enthusiasm of the founding 
committees gradually dissipated and by the 1880s each committee 
had evolved into a conservative group of elderly men who regarded 
themselves as the custodians of the collections. Simultaneously, 
the members of the three Ballarat committees lost their earlier 
ability to persuade politicians, municipal councillors and 
newspaper editors to support libraries. 
 
Chapter 7 utilises data from the Ballarat, Bendigo and 
Castlemaine libraries to show that there was a fundamental 
imbalance between the objectives of the book selection committees 
and the aspirations of the reading public. By the 1880s, most 
library patrons had a voracious appetite for sensation fiction 
with exotic locations, courageous heroes and dramatic plots, and 
correspondingly, a marked reluctance to use the non-fiction 
collections. Even when all three Ballarat library committees 
allocated more than 50% of their book budgets to the acquisition 
of popular fiction, which in turn accounted for 80% of all loans, 
the public continued to complain about the collection development 
policy of every library committee. As a consequence, library 
patronage, income, and bookstock circulation began to fall in the 
1880s and continued to decline for the next forty years. 
 
Chapter 8 analyses the long term impact of the stagnation of the 
Ballarat libraries. It is argued that this trend was evident 
throughout the colonies and resulted in a number of reviews and  
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investigations. The most significant investigation of Australian 
libraries was the Munn-Pitt Report94 which concluded that the 
viability of public libraries had peaked in the early-1880s and 
that libraries subsequently slipped into a state of genteel decay 
soon after.  
 
The findings of this report confirm the arguments put forward in 
this comparative analysis of Ballarat libraries between 1850-1900 
and support the argument put forward in this thesis that many of 
the problems facing Ballarat’s libraries in the late-1880s were 
brought about because of the increasingly conservative behaviour 
of the rival committees. 
 
 
 
 
                         
94  R. Munn & E. Pitt, Australian Libraries: a Survey of Conditions and Suggestions for 
 their Improvement, Prepared under the auspices of the Carnegie Corporation of New 
 York, ACER, Australia, 1935. 
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    Chapter   2 
 
 
Books and Self-improvement: the Transfer of the Public Library 
Model to the Colony of Victoria. 
 
Hundreds of small circulating libraries existed in Britain in the 
eighteenth century, whereas Mechanics’ Institute libraries were 
not formed until the early nineteenth century.1 Despite their 
later appearance, Mechanics’ Institute libraries became the 
dominant form of public library service in Britain and the 
Australian colonies because of the role of voluntary committees 
of management, funding imperatives, and the expectations of 
subscribers and readers. This chapter provide an overview of the 
dominant public library model as it applied in Britain and the 
Australian colonies and then focuses on the circumstances that 
led to the dramatic growth of libraries in Victoria in the 1850s. 
 
The Mechanics’ Institute library model and the free library model 
 
Free and Institute libraries were not created according to a 
rigid masterplan although a diverse group of authors2 have shown 
that libraries in Britain, the USA, and Australia exhibited a 
number of common characteristics. Every Mechanics’ Institute 
library and free library was managed by a local, all-male 
committee that typically consisted of ministers of religion, 
newspaper editors, school teachers and local businessmen. 
Management committees of Institute and free libraries appealed to 
the same pool of adults wishing to better themselves by means of 
adult education and private recreational reading. Committees 
adopted a common set of rules to govern the development of 
collections, to determine the appropriateness of lecture topics  
                         
1  J. Hudson, The History of Adult Education, in which is comprised a full and complete 
 history of the Mechanics’ and Literary Institutions, Athenaeums, Philosophical, Mental 
 and Christian Improvement Societies, Literary Unions, Schools of Design, etc. of 
 Great Britain, Ireland, America, etc., Longman, Brown, Green & Longman, London, 
 1851, pp. xiii-xiv.  
2 D. Davies, Public Libraries as Culture and Social Centers: the origins of the concept, 
 Scarecrow Press, New Jersey, 1974, p. 3; S. Healy, The development of libraries for the 
 community in Victoria, 1850-1995,  MA thesis Graduate School of Librarianship, 
 Monash University, Clayton, 1983.  
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and to set the annual fees. Rules were occasionally modified in 
response to local variables such as the composition of the 
committee itself and the demands of those readers who paid the 
annual subscription but there is little evidence to suggest that 
committees sought to co-operate with likeminded institutions.3 
Davies4 argues that there was a clear distinction between the 
needs of the residents of industrial cities and rural townships 
in Britain whereas Candy and Laurent argue that different and 
overlapping library movements came about because of locations and 
personalities, and the extent to which a particular committee’s 
policies were based on middle-class values or a genuine concern 
for the emancipation of the working classes.5
 
All library committees advocated the ‘diffusion of useful 
information’ and the provision of ‘polite literature’ through the 
book, newspaper and journal collections. Thus the Ballarat 
Mechanics’ Institute was not unusual in seeking to ‘promote the 
Moral, Mental and Social Improvement and the elevation of all 
those who are willing to avail themselves of its advantages’.6 
Committees placed considerable emphasis on developing book 
collections that were both practical and morally uplifting and 
the provision of such ‘useful information’ was a universal goal 
of all committees over a period of more than a century.7
 
Notwithstanding the degree of uniformity that existed in the 
management and appearance of public libraries in Britain and the 
Australian colonies, there were several fundamental differences 
in their operation. In most instances, these differences favoured  
                         
3  P. Candy, ‘The Light of Heaven Itself: the Contribution of the Institutes to Australia’s 
 Cultural History’, P. Candy & J. Laurent,  (eds.), Pioneering Culture: Mechanics’ 
 Institutes and School’s of Arts in Australia, Auslib Press, Adelaide, 1994, p. 7. 
4  D. Davies,  Public Libraries as Culture and Social Centers: the origins of the Concept, 
 Scarecrow Press, New Jersey, 1974. 
5  P. Candy & J. Laurent, (eds.), op. cit., p. 20, 370. 
6  ibid., p. 7; K. Davison, The Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute 1859-1951 and the influence 
 of Henry Cole Batten 1911-1951, MA Thesis, Graduate Department of Librarianship, 
 Archives and Records, Monash University, 1993, p. 31; D. McDonald, ‘The Diffusion 
 of  Scientific and Other Useful Knowledge’, Journal of  the Royal Australian Historical 
 Society, June 1968,  pp. 176-193. 
7  G. Nadel, Australia’s Colonial Culture, F.W. Cheshire, Melbourne, 1857, p. 287; D. 
 Davies, op. cit., p. 3; Sydney Mechanics’ School of Arts. Minute Book, vol. 1, 1 March 
 1833; Bendigo Advertiser, 4 May 1950. 
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the on-going development of Institute libraries that offered a 
broad range of services including lectures and debates, social 
gatherings, billiards and a variety of other cultural 
activities.8 In contrast, free libraries had one primary focus: 
the provision of a book, newspaper and journal collection that 
was freely accessible to those members of the community who 
visited the library’s reading room. Theoretically, the free 
library should have been more popular with readers than its rival 
because it was not burdened by the Mechanics’ Institute’s fee 
structure, restrictive membership rules and predominantly middle-
class aspirations. In addition, free library committees argued 
that their collections contained a better balance of reference 
books and recreational fiction, and that they placed less 
emphasis on the provision of technical books for self-improving 
artisans. However, these distinctions were minor and it will be 
shown in a later chapter that the holdings of the BEFL and the 
BMIL were almost identical, both in terms of the subject range 
and size of their collections.   
 
Free libraries offered generous levels of public access to their 
collections and it could be assumed that this would confer a  
major advantage on these libraries, but committees could not 
capitalise on this situation because their relatively liberal 
terms of access were more than offset by the free library’s 
inadequate funding base and its almost total reliance on the 
generosity of private benefactors who donated secondhand books to 
the library.  As a consequence, free libraries were soon forced 
to impose fees on readers who borrowed books. Thus, while a 
committee argued that it provided a free service - in the sense 
that the reading room was accessible to everyone - the imposition 
of an annual membership fee or a book borrowing fee meant that 
all mid-nineteenth-century libraries relied on subscriptions and 
other fundraising activities for their survival. The imposition 
of subscriptions meant that all public libraries, however 
defined, had to allocate considerable time and effort to the 
search for new subscribers and in most instances the librarian’s 
annual salary included a commission based on the proportion of  
                         
8  S. Healy, op. cit., p. 4. 
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subscriptions collected.9 The imposition of a fee represented a 
formidable barrier to public access. In theory anyone could pay 
the fee and use the library but in practice some residents were 
less welcome than others. Several Mechanics’ Institutes insisted 
that the fee be paid in advance while others required committee 
members to pay double the annual subscription. Regardless of the 
motive for adopting such rules, these policies ensured that 
committees remained elitist and adopted regulations that 
reflected their own perceptions of social improvement and that 
re-enforced the perception that a library was an elitist 
organisation. 
 
In spite of the similarities that existed in the operation of 
British and colonial libraries in the nineteenth century, it must 
be re-emphasised that there were no formal networks between 
public library committees in Britain or in the Australian 
colonies. Thus the adoption of by-laws, the heated arguments 
between members who wanted leisured recreation for themselves and 
those who wanted to provide the means of self-improvement for 
others, and local funding imperatives, meant that there was 
considerable blurring of the differences between free and 
Institute libraries and little scope for co-operative or 
professional activities. However, it was not until the end of the 
nineteenth century that Ballarat’s librarians became involved in 
such activities.10
 
Public libraries in Great Britain
 
The development of public libraries in Britain in the early 
nineteenth century tends to focus on two themes; the role of 
George Birkbeck and ‘his’ Mechanics’ Institute movement, and the 
opportunities created by the 1850 Public Libraries Act. Although 
well documented, the existence of hundreds of small, independent 
circulating libraries in Britain11 has been largely overshadowed 
by the parallel but more rapid development of Mechanics’ 
Institutes libraries.  
 
George Birkbeck (1776-1841) is generally credited with developing 
the Mechanics’ Institute movement12 with its focus on adult self-
improvement via lectures, private study and recreational reading. 
                         
9  D. Davies, op. cit., pp. 22-25. 
10
  Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library, Minute Book, June 1895. 
11  J. Hudson, op. cit., pp. xiii-xiv; D. Davies, op. cit., pp. 22-25. 
12  Ballarat Star, 29 April 1864. At the opening of  the Sebastopol Mechanics’ Institute on 
 28 April 1864, a former Manchester resident, the Rev. Walker, stated that Dr George 
 Anderson of the University of Glasgow was the founder of  the movement.  
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By 1850 there were 600 Mechanics’ Institutes in England13 and the 
concept was enthusiastically adopted in other parts of the world 
including New Zealand, South Africa, the USA and India.14  
 
However, the creation of hundreds of Mechanics’ Institute 
libraries and associated literary and learned societies did not 
bring about the demise of the free library system in Britain.15 
Throughout the 1840s a number of attempts were made to provide a 
legislative framework that would encourage the development of 
free libraries at the municipal level. Considerable disquiet was 
expressed about the appropriateness of the Mechanics’ Institute 
library as a place for working-class men and women to read and 
enjoy the benefits of a practical education. By 1849 a British 
parliamentary Select Committee on Public Libraries amassed a 
large quantity of evidence to show that Mechanics’ Institutes 
were dominated by the middle classes and that members of the 
working class had been discouraged from joining an Institute. The 
Select Committee also found that the community was seldom 
consulted in the selection of lecture topics and that artisans 
only comprised about 10% of the audience at such lectures.16 
Charing’s analysis of the British government’s Public Libraries 
Act of 1850 indicates that the key to the legislation was the 
enabling clause that permitted municipalities to establish a free 
library in response to community pressure and with the aid of 
local revenue. Despite the Select Committee’s claim that ‘anyone 
who had read the evidence would see how great the desire was on 
the part of the middling and lower classes for access to  
                         
13  D. Davies, op. cit., pp. 6-8; G. Nadel, op. cit., p. 287. 
14  P. Candy & J. Laurent, (eds.), op. cit., p. 3. 
15  S. Healy, op. cit., pp. 45-48; J. Laurent, ‘This meeting is now closed’ , P. Candy &
 J. Laurent, (eds.), op. cit., p. 370. 
16  E. Pike, ‘Select Committee on Public Libraries’, Human Documents of the Industrial 
 Revolution, Allen & Unwin, London, 1970, p. 362; J. Eastwood, ‘The Melbourne 
 Mechanics’ Institute: its first thirty years’, P. Candy & J. Laurent, (eds.), op. cit., p. 2. 
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libraries’, this desire did not result in an increase in 
municipal library activity at the borough level because of the 
general reluctance of residents to vote for a service that would 
necessitate an increase in local rates. As a result, nine years 
after the passing of the Public Libraries Act only eighteen 
British cities had created free libraries. Many industrial cities 
refused to establish a free library,17 and as a consequence 
wealthy benefactors such as the Scottish-born American 
philanthropist, Andrew Carnegie (1835-1919), subsequently played 
an active role in forming libraries.18  
 
In the decade following the adoption of the Public Libraries Act, 
scores of local committees continued to establish Mechanics’ 
Institute libraries and by 1860 there were an estimated 700 
Institute libraries in Britain.19 This rapid growth was largely 
due to the recreational opportunities enjoyed by fee-paying 
members of Mechanics’ Institutes20 and the financial constraints 
facing small groups of local residents who were unable to 
convince their town councils to fund public libraries. It appears 
that by 1860 few public library committees in Britain, or in the 
USA,21 had made much progress in soliciting government funds to 
support a service that had the capacity to deliver major benefits 
to society at a relatively low cost. 
 
Public libraries in the Australia colonies  
 
Australian colonists established a conglomeration of private, 
free, subscription and Institute libraries in the early decades 
of the nineteenth century. The following overview shows that 
variations between libraries in Britain and in Sydney, Hobart,  
                         
17  D. Davies, op. cit., p. 47-48; W. Murison, The Public Library, 2nd rev. edn, George 
 Harrap & Co., London, 1971, p. 336;  P. Sykes, op. cit., p. 11;  
18  S. Charing, op. cit., p. 52. 
19  G. Nadel, op. cit., p. 287; S. Charing, op. cit., p. 52. 
20
  E. Yeo, ‘Culture and Constraint in Working-Class Movements 1830-1855’,  E. & S. 
 Yeo (eds.), Popular Culture and Class Conflict 1590-1914: Exploration in the history 
of  labour and leisure, Harvester Press, Sussex, 1978, p. 160; A. Delves, ‘Popular 
 Recreation and Social control in Derby, 1800-1850’, E. & S. Yeo, op. cit., p. 100.    
21  D. Davies, op. cit., pp. 11-13, pp. 46-80; P. Sturges, ‘The Public Library and Reading 
 by the Masses, Historical perspectives on the USA and Britain, 1850-1900’,  60th 
 IFLA Conference, Conference Proceedings, 21-27 August 1994, p. 3. 
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Perth, Adelaide and Melbourne were minor except in one important 
area: libraries in Britain and the Australian colonies were 
expected to be financially self-sufficient whereas in Victoria, 
library committees were far more successful in soliciting capital 
and recurrent funding from the colonial government. A number of 
Victorian library committees managed to attract cash grants from 
the government before the colony gained its independence from New 
South Wales and before municipalities were formed.  
 
The earliest libraries in Sydney evolved from private collections 
and immediately attracted public criticism because of their 
restrictive membership policies.22 For example, the Reverend 
Samuel Marsden’s ‘public library’ was formed in 1807 and 
consisted of books suited to ‘the poor settlers, soldiers, the 
vicious and the wicked’.23 Marsden’s library was criticised for 
its lack of public access,24 as was the Sydney-based ‘Australian 
Subscription Library’.25 This library was exclusive to such an 
extent that it relied on a secret ballot to screen members. In 
1833, Governor Bourke played an active role in the formation of 
Sydney’s first Mechanics’ Institute library because, in contrast 
to the conservative attitudes of his predecessor, Bourke was a 
Whig who ‘sought to guide this colony along the principles of  
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political liberalism, toleration and religious equality’. 26 Early 
records indicate that the British phrase ‘...for the diffusion of 
useful knowledge...’ had already found its way to the Australian 
colonies27 and one of the rules adopted by this committee 
stipulated that thirteen of the twenty committee members ‘must be 
drawn from the class of operatives’.28 The adoption of this rule 
did not guarantee success and it soon became apparent that the 
elitist management policy, the theme and formality of the lecture 
program, and the composition of the book collection, were major 
disincentives to any artisan contemplating joining this 
Mechanics’ Institute or its library.29
 
The first libraries in Tasmania and Western Australia also 
evolved from private collections. The Reverend Benjamin Carvosso 
formed the Wesleyan Library in Hobart on 19 September 1825 in 
order to ‘dissolve the evils that beset Australian society’.30 
Thereafter, the development of libraries in Tasmania was based on 
the British Mechanics’ Institute model.31 The early attempts to 
form libraries in Western Australian have been analysed by 
Biskup,32 Garden,33 and Partridge34 and each describe a similar 
situation to that which existed in New South Wales and in 
Tasmania.  
 
The development of public libraries in South Australia had the 
potential to be quite different to the situation in other 
colonies because of the date of settlement of the colony, the  
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higher percentage of free settlers, the degree of central 
planning throughout the colony and the fact that the earliest 
arrivals had first-hand experience of Mechanics’ Institute 
libraries in Britain. The ‘South Australian Literary and 
Scientific Association’ was formed in London in 1834 and its 
committee briefly flirted with providing a library service to the 
artisan classes but soon modified its rules in such a way that 
its library was managed as a subscription-based, private club for 
the exclusive benefit of those colonists who sought to enjoy the 
advantages of genteel British society. Both Pike35 and Bridge36 
show that the founders of the Institute adopted language similar 
to that used by Birkbeck and his British supporters when they 
spoke of uplifting the workers, making better use of free time, 
‘diffusing useful knowledge’ and preventing social decay within 
society.37 But, as was the case in the other colonies, the 
committee’s commitment to the provision of library services to 
the artisan classes was subject to intense pressure because the 
elite of Adelaide society was reluctant to make concessions to 
the skilled workers.38 There is no firm evidence to suggest that 
the slump in library membership in Adelaide was a reflection of 
depressed economic circumstances in the 1840s, (as was argued in 
NSW,39) but the problems associated with placating the wishes of 
both the liberals and the exclusivists, while endeavouring to 
improve the ‘mentalculture’ of the general population, were to 
become permanent features of public libraries in South Australia 
and throughout the colonies. 
 
Public Libraries in Victoria in the 1840-1850s 
 
The Victorian experience prior to 1850 appeared destined to be an 
amalgam of the private library and the Mechanics’ Institute  
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library models and the question of public access to semi-private 
book collections was as hotly debated in Victoria as in the other 
colonies. However, the situation changed in Victoria when small 
groups of colonists, referred to by Candy as ‘an assorted 
coalition of people with quite varied motives’,40 managed to 
persuade the Victorian government to provide direct financial 
assistance to certain Mechanics’ Institute libraries at a time 
when such support was unavailable elsewhere. 
 
Mechanics’ Institute libraries were established in Melbourne, 
Geelong and Portland in the 1840s41 although the committees 
generally made strenuous efforts to exclude working-class 
participation. For example, the lecture programs adopted by these 
Mechanics’ Institutes indicate that responding to the practical 
needs of the self-improving mechanic was not the primary motive 
of these committees of management. Hubber’s analysis of the 
membership profile of the Geelong mechanics’ Institute library 
and Askew’s thesis on nineteenth-century Geelong, reflects this 
trend.42 By the mid-1840s, these committees had succeeded in 
obtaining land and cash grants from the colonial government. On 
one occasion the Melbourne Mechanics’ Institute requested a grant 
of three hundred pounds which the government approved, on the 
proviso that the Institute demonstrate that it had already 
expended a similar amount of its own money. The Institute wanted 
a grant, not a matching subsidy, and such was the calibre of the 
committee that it resolved to ‘unanimously...refuse the [terms of 
the] offer’. In subsequent years the Melbourne Mechanics’ 
Institute had little difficulty in obtaining generous support 
from the colonial government but in spite of this progress, the 
Port Phillip Gazette editorialised that Melbourne was slow to 
respond to public demands for a public library service,  
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...it is a fact, at once both singular and lamentable, that 
although in Britain every town and hamlet, and even every 
parish, boasts a circulating library, yet in Melbourne, the 
capital of Australia Felix, there is not any establishment 
of the kind.43  
 
Although the reference to ‘every town and hamlet’ in Britain was 
a gross exaggeration, the claim has several implications. The 
editorial demonstrates that British cultural pursuits were 
considered to be equally relevant to the fledgling colony and 
that the formation of an Institute library was regarded as one 
significant measure of civic progress. Secondly, this 1844 
editorial called for the establishment of a public library in 
Melbourne at a time when the Mechanics’ Institute model was 
already the dominant model in Victoria and six years before the 
British government adopted the Public Libraries Act. 
 
 
By the 1850s, the discovery of gold, the generation of enormous 
wealth and the resultant population increase was having a 
dramatic impact on the colony of Victoria. Gold ‘transformed 
Victoria from a minor pastoral settlement to the most celebrated 
British colony’ and, within a decade of its discovery, Victoria’s 
population had increased to 540,000, or 40% of the total 
population of the Australian colonies. Serle argued that by the 
1850s ‘the intellectual capacity of the migrants’ was such that 
the pioneers accelerated the introduction of a number of 
‘cultural institutions and habits of Britain’ to the colony of 
Victoria.44 Institute and free libraries were one of the 
beneficiaries of this trend and a range of disparate factors, 
including the implementation of the Victorian government’s 
Municipal Institutions Act of 1854,  the pivotal role played by 
Sir Redmond Barry, the demographic profile of the colony and the 
need for an antidote to unruly behaviour in society, resulted in 
the formation of more than fifty libraries in Victoria in the 
1850s. The majority were established on the goldfields throughout  
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rural Victoria by committees of management of Mechanics’ 
Institutes.(Appendix 1). However, a notable feature of this 
rapid, developmental phase was the absence of a public library 
for Ballarat’s 40,000 residents until 1859/60. Before analysing 
the development of Ballarat’s libraries, it is necessary to 
identify the characteristics that made Victoria such an unusual 
environment in the 1850s. 
 
The Victorian government’s assistance to voluntary committees  
 
The Victorian government’s Municipal Institutions Act45 of 1854 
was designed to formalise a local government system in disarray 
because of the rapid growth of the colony, the itinerant nature 
of gold prospecting, the proliferation of towns and shires, and 
the ad hoc method of allocating grants to councils. This Act 
enabled the government to offer legislative and financial support 
to municipal councils and community groups and as such it 
acknowledged the joint role to be played by the colonial 
government, municipalities and voluntary committees in promoting 
a range of economic and civic initiatives. 
 
In his important study of the formation of local government in 
Victoria, Bernard Barrett46 notes that the growth of ‘instant’ 
townships, the hesitancy in adopting the British model of large 
district councils, and general unrest with the operation of the 
Melbourne City Council, culminated in a sense of dissatisfaction 
with the civic process throughout the colony. The speed with 
which local committees in small rural settlements and on the 
goldfields petitioned the colonial government to form 
municipalities and townships indicates that there already existed 
a nucleus of men capable of resolving complex issues at a 
municipal level. Within five years of the proclamation of the 
legislation, fifty-six councils were formed in Victoria and,  
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either directly or indirectly, the gold discoveries subsequently 
brought about the development of another 170 townships in 
Victoria.47
 
Like its British counterpart, the Victorian Municipal 
Institutions Act of 1854 specifically placed the provision of 
library services under the jurisdiction of municipal councils. 
However, the legislation failed to prevent future debate about 
the adoption of a specific library model for several reasons. The 
term ‘Public Library’ in Section XXVIII  of the Victorian 
legislation was ambiguous and failed to acknowledge that the 
majority of libraries already in existence in the colony were 
based on the Mechanics’ Institute model. (The Municipal 
Institutions Act did not apply to the Melbourne Public Library 
because the Library and Museum and its Board of Trustees had 
already been appointed by separate legislation in 1853.48) This 
important legislation also permitted the colonial government to 
make grants of cash and land to library committees but this too 
caused considerable animosity because such decisions were made in 
an interventionist parliament and often based on parochial 
arguments.  
 
By 1862, thirty-five library committees had received some form of 
assistance from the colonial government49 which suggests that one-
half of Victoria’s councils had taken advantage of the new 
legislation.50 Only about six libraries were specifically called 
‘Free Library’ or ‘Mechanics’ Institute and Free Library’51 and a 
number of other names had been adopted by local committees. The 
Melbourne and St Kilda committees selected the term ‘Athenaeum’,52 
and, because of the persuasiveness of the editor  
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of the district newspaper, so too did committees in the townships 
of Beechworth, Wangaratta, Wondiligong and Chiltern.53 A group of 
Kyneton residents tried unsuccessfully to change the name of 
their Institute because they were unwilling to support an 
organisation that had anything to do with ‘mechanics’.54 ‘Literary 
Institutes’ were established in a few townships, such as Wodonga 
and Nillumbik, but they acted like all other Mechanics’ 
Institutes in the sense that they provided meeting room 
facilities and book collections for local subscribers.55 The term 
‘School of Arts’ (referring to the ‘useful’ or ‘mechanical’ arts, 
rather than the fine arts) was seldom used in Victoria although 
it was prevalent in NSW. 
 
The Municipal Institutions Act was adopted by a colonial 
government that was compelled to subsidise councils and 
committees that were being called on to provide a wide range of 
economic and cultural services throughout the community56 and as 
early as 1860 the Victorian government’s ‘liberality’ in 
providing direct assistance to municipalities was said to be ‘an 
established feature of colonial finance’.57 The colonial 
government’s crucial role in the development of municipal 
government is further demonstrated by the size of the financial 
allocations to certain councils. On 12 March 1856 the Victorian 
Legislative Council provided grants of 7,500 pounds each to the 
municipal councils of Emerald Hill, Ballarat, Castlemaine and 
Sandhurst; 5,000 pounds each to East Collingwood, Prahran and 
Richmond; and 2,500 pounds each to Portland, Warrnambool, Port 
Fairy and Williamstown.58 These newly-formed municipalities were 
then at liberty to allocate any portion of their general 
amenities grant to the formation of a library. However this did 
not necessarily occur because in townships such as Castlemaine, 
Bendigo, Prahran, Warrnambool and Williamstown, a Mechanics’  
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Institute already existed and was therefore deemed ineligible for 
a share of the municipal council’s grant.59 Another more pragmatic 
reason for councils not allocating part of their grants to the 
formation of a library was because the colonial government 
continued to receive applications from  a library committee(s) in 
the same township. As a result, it was not uncommon for both the 
town council and an independent library committee to secure a 
government subsidy.  
 
The formation of the Castlemaine Mechanics’ Institute library 
highlights both the confidence of the local committee and the 
generous but ad hoc nature of the colonial government’s method of 
grant allocations in the mid-1850s. Less than one month after the 
promulgation of the Municipal Institutions Act, a local committee 
of Castlemaine residents met to establish a library and one of 
its members, Mr Saint, the editor of the Mount Alexander Mail, 
announced that, 
 
...we are happy to say that a Mechanics’ Institute is to be 
formed in Castlemaine. The establishment of an institute 
for reading and scientific development in Castlemaine gives 
evidence of an amount of public spirit which amongst us has 
hitherto been unexpected. We are...convinced that the 
institute will support a desideratum which has been much 
felt [in the town].60
 
The committee, consisting of thirteen men who represented forty 
potential subscribers, applied to the colonial government for a 
land grant and the sum of 500 pounds. Almost immediately the 
committee applied for another grant of 500 pounds.61 This 
confidence was a common feature of colonial townships, but in 
this instance it is even more significant because the library 
planning committee was negotiating with the colonial government 
within days of the passing of the legislation and one year before 
the formation of the Castlemaine Town Council in January 1856. 
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Whilst the Victorian Municipal Institutions Act did not provide 
strict guidelines for library planners, it was important for two 
reasons. The legislation acknowledged the pivotal role played by 
local committees when introducing British ‘cultural institutions 
and habits’ to the colony, and, in contrast to the British 
legislation, it also recognised that local organisations required 
financial assistance to achieve these goals. 
 
The crucial role of Sir Redmond Barry 
 
Sir Redmond Barry (1813-1880) played a crucial role in Victoria 
because of his stamina, broad intellect and long association with 
institutions such as the museum, judiciary, library, university 
and the parliament. Several of Barry’s contemporaries, including 
Westgarth, Sutherland and Turner,62 virtually ignore his 
achievements although recent scholars have been more generous in 
their assessment of Barry’s worth and his ability to exercise so 
much power in an otherwise turbulent society. Serle argues that 
Barry’s fame ‘rests chiefly on his chancellorship of the 
University of Melbourne and his presidency of the Public Library’ 
and Galbally’s biography of Barry vividly portrays the life of an 
individual who left an indelible imprint on colonial life and on 
the development of Victorian libraries.63  
 
The Melbourne Public Library was one of Barry’s major 
achievements and this library acted as a powerful model 
throughout the colonies. Barry’s ‘paradoxical attitudes to his 
fellow-man’64 was evident in his attitude to, and involvement in, 
the selection of books for the MPL.65 Barry maintained an  
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intimate knowledge of the collection and established himself as 
the chief book selector, arbiter of public taste and censor of 
inappropriate materials.66 He insisted that the MPL’s role was to 
acquire serious books of the highest quality and that the 
acquisition of recreational reading was an inappropriate use of 
public money.67 The MPL operated in accordance with Barry’s firm 
belief that access to the best British literary and cultural 
traditions was a right of all Victorian colonists68 and in spite 
of some dispute as to whether the MPL was a reference library or 
a public lending library, it nevertheless provided free access, 
had high daily attendances, and was a visible alternative to the 
traditional Mechanics’ Institute model. For Barry, public access 
was a cornerstone of the Library because, in his view, adults 
would enjoy the benefits of self-improvement in direct proportion 
to the ease with which they had access to a library’s collection. 
 
Accordingly, Sir Redmond Barry was an advocate of free libraries 
over the dominant Mechanics’ Institute model because he believed 
that Institutes discriminated against working men. Barry played a 
significant role in the development of several Victorian public 
libraries including the Ballarat East Free Library. When visiting 
Ballarat in 1869 to open another extension to the BEFL, Barry 
reiterated his views on the importance of accessible libraries in 
his usual didactic manner. He claimed that whilst ‘...man is a 
social animal...’ it was better that ‘...he seek relief from the 
tedium of unemployed hours in the improving conversation of the 
worthy authors than a debasing, brutalising communication’ with 
hotel patrons. Barry also took the opportunity to remind his 
audience that the free library was an invaluable community asset 
and worthy of the municipal council’s support.69
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Civic development and the growth of libraries in Victoria 
 
There were a number of other civic, geographical and cultural 
factors that assisted in the development of libraries in Victoria 
in the 1850s. Foremost was the unquestioning desire by colonists 
to incorporate British traditions of civic progress and self-
improvement. William Westgarth (1815-1889) was a young merchant 
who arrived in Victoria in 1840 and subsequently established a 
reputation as a shrewd businessman and as a politician with 
liberal democratic convictions. Westgarth claimed that the 
adoption of the Mechanics’ Institute model of library service was 
‘a ray of sunshine’ in the colony because libraries fostered 
progressive attitudes and countered some of the more conservative 
prejudices ingrained in British and European society.70 The 
establishment of libraries in Victoria was also praised by a 
number of British visitors including Clutterbuck and Mackenzie 
who told British readers that Victorian libraries were well 
stocked and embraced the concept of egalitarianism by opening 
their doors to a broad cross-section of the community.71
 
Libraries were established in Victoria at a faster rate than the 
case in NSW where population sparsity, economic crises and 
legislative restrictions hampered library development.72 By 1859 
there were only thirteen Mechanics’ Institute libraries in NSW 
and when opening the first library in NSW to be established as a 
result of the 1867 Municipalities Act, Sir Henry Parkes referred 
to the extensive development of library services in Victoria and 
‘to that magnificent library’ in Melbourne.73 Neither colony 
required or produced a class of skilled factory workers in the 
British sense although Victoria was the more urban and  
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cosmopolitan society. The cultural development of rural Victoria 
was partially determined in the plethora of clubs, institutes, 
debating societies, churches, galleries, newspapers and libraries 
- all of which were demonstrably British in appearance.74
 
Throughout the colony, Mechanics’ Institute committees were 
unanimous in their belief that the establishment of a library 
represented a positive statement about civic progress.75  
Accordingly, the opening of a new library provided an excellent 
opportunity to record the sense of pride felt by the local 
community. There were references to ‘unexpected levels of public 
spirit’ and ‘raising the intelligence of the community’76 and 
there was much pageantry associated with opening ceremonies.77  
 
Libraries were also regarded as a means by which unruly or 
unlawful behaviour could be reduced throughout the community. 
This perception was universal. For example, in Britain,  
 
...libraries partly owe their existence to the conviction 
of some members of the ruling classes that the only 
effective way of dealing with the increasingly disorderly 
and insubordinate lower classes was to have them read, by 
which they would become infallibly good.78
 
In Victoria, Sir Redmond Barry was similarly concerned about the 
effects of a ‘debased’ society that did not provide cultural 
incentives to its residents.79 Although this fear of social 
anarchy was not specifically mentioned in the aims and objectives 
of a library, it was frequently intoned in the press. In  
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correspondence in the Wagga Wagga Express of 18 June 1859 it was 
claimed that libraries ‘tend more to elevate the standard of 
morality than all the police courts in the country’. While this 
type of comment undoubtedly reflected the real concerns some 
members of the community, several historians refer to excessive 
fears of ‘barbarism’ on the goldfields80, crime rates81, and the 
plight of the disaffected ‘poor man’ in nineteenth-century 
society82 and suggest that such fears were exaggerated and  
unrelated to the provision of quality library services. 
 
Flaws in the public library model 
 
In spite of the availability of several derivative models, the 
support of Sir Redmond Barry, the wealth of the colony and the 
active involvement of the colonial government, the most common 
feature of public library development in Victoria in the 1850s 
was the rapid growth of Mechanics’ Institute libraries and 
escalating criticism of the same organisations. The most common 
complaints about nineteenth-century libraries were equally 
applicable to British and Australian libraries and related to 
elitist membership policies and the belief that libraries 
acquired books that discouraged patronage by working-class men. 
Other complaints were more specific to the Colony of Victoria and 
refer to the government’s ad hoc distribution of cash and land 
grants that favoured committees of management of Mechanics’ 
Institutes. The government’s generous allocation of subsidies 
also heightened the rivalry between rural and urban councils and 
committees. 
 
The founding committees of Mechanics’ Institutes were frequently 
accused of imposing high membership fees in order to restrict 
participation by the working classes.83 James Harrison, a member  
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of the Geelong Mechanics’ Institute, was extremely critical of 
such elitism and as early as December 1860 he claimed that a 
‘most notable failure of the age’ was the exclusion of ‘the 
mechanic’ from the Institute.84 The typical fee was one pound per 
annum and, leaving aside the relative cost or affordability of 
library membership, Askew’s detailed analysis of the Geelong 
Mechanics’ Institute demonstrates that the Institute remained 
exclusive even though its founders had first-hand knowledge of 
the lack of participation by artisans in the British context85 and 
remained unable or unwilling to address similar problems in 
Geelong. 
 
The non-participation by working-class men was an on-going debate 
that centred on the basic question: were the working classes 
excluded or were they unwilling to join? Throughout Britain and 
the Australian colonies there were a number of complaints that 
Institutes had ‘failed in [their] primary object since few 
mechanics attended’86 and that Institutes had been taken over by 
the business classes, clerks, bankers and drapers.87 Eastwood’s88 
analysis of the first thirty years of the Melbourne Mechanics’ 
Institute indicates that the small number of mechanics who were 
members of the MMI were not office bearers and had no sense of 
ownership. In 1849 the president stated that,  
 
...with few exceptions [the mechanics] attendance at 
meetings has been so irregular, and the interest they have 
evinced so trivial as to render their accession a virtual 
nullity.89
 
Askew concluded that the artisans were not forced out of  
Institutes, they had never been members,90 and this finding 
confirmed earlier British research which found that ‘working  
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people evinced a clear determination to make their own leisure in 
ways which resisted assimilation to middle-class ideology’.91 Bate 
argues that the Melbourne suburb of Brighton did not have many 
working-class residents in the late-1850s and that the first 
meeting of the Institute only attracted skilled workers and 
professional men.92 But despite its supposedly affluent base, the 
Brighton Mechanics’ Institute was similar to other colonial 
libraries in one important sense. It was poorly funded and its 
survival was dependent on the committee’s ability to attract 
benefactors, raise local revenue and negotiate bank loans. Under 
these circumstances, it is difficult to envisage a struggling 
committee acquiring books or providing a lecture program that 
would meet the needs of the few  working-class residents living 
in the municipality. 
 
The formal but disjointed nature of the lectures at Institutes 
failed to provide a structured educational program for adult 
learners and in most instances, there was a tendency for 
Institutes to arrange lectures by local clergymen and ‘self-
appointed professors’.93 The Geelong Mechanics’ Institute engaged 
the services of leading Melbourne lecturers to increase local 
patronage by fee-paying residents of Geelong94 and in this 
environment there were few opportunities for working-class men to 
instruct fellow workers in any systematic way.95  
 
Committees continued to argue that the principal beneficiary of 
their local library would be the self-improving mechanic - 
regardless of whether he was self-employed or working for a 
manager - but this never eventuated. Institutes were most popular 
with small businessmen, clerks, public servants and educated 
others who wanted to enjoy the company of their peers. Harrison’s 
concern about the absence of mechanics at the Geelong Mechanics’ 
Institute, and the photograph of the Melbourne Public Library’s 
reading room filled with young men in clerical attire, suggests  
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that the self-improving artisan made limited use of public 
libraries.96 Annear and Ballinger claim that the absence of a 
large pool of artisans in the colonies meant that the 
transportation of the Mechanics’ Institute movement to Australia 
was an anachronism and that most Institutes soon discarded all 
pretence of meeting the needs of most residents within their 
local community.97
 
It is difficult to quantify the participation of women in the 
operation of Mechanics’ Institutes and free libraries in the 
1850s. However, given the numerical imbalance between the sexes 
(especially on the goldfields), the dominant role of men on the 
management committees and fundraising deputations, and the 
Mechanics’ Institute model’s commitment to the training of 
artisans,98 it seems inevitable that the role of women was 
limited. Healy99 cites a number of examples of the involvement of 
women in later years but there is no evidence that their needs 
were considered when Institutes and libraries were established in 
the 1850s. Women attended social functions at Mechanics’ 
Institutes and were able to attend the library unchaperoned, but 
they were denied any formal involvement in the management of 
institutes. Clara Aspinall, writing about social manners in 
Melbourne in 1862, claimed that women were ‘well represented, 
even in the majority, at lectures at the St Kilda Institute’ 
because ‘men had difficulty leaving the dinner table’ in order to 
attend the lectures.100 However this seems to be an atypical 
comment and a more accurate assessment can be found in one 
newspaper report that indicated that whilst a large number of 
women helped celebrate the opening of an Institute, at the 
conclusion of the ceremony the ladies - described as ‘the elite 
of the town’ - were sent home and 120 men ‘sat down to a capital 
dinner at the Criterion Hotel’.101
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A fundamental problem facing the early libraries was the 
unresolved debate about the quality of the book and newspaper 
collections in libraries. Committees believed that they were 
acting in the best interests of local residents when they stocked 
libraries with books on serious literary topics, religion, travel 
and the practical sciences. The serious nature of the bookstock 
was exacerbated by the large number of donated books and 
secondhand items added to collections. The actual size of the 
colonial library accentuated the problems associated with the 
development of balanced collections because, with a limited 
budget and the typical library collection consisting of only 500 
books, any attempt to purchase a broad range of titles that 
covered most of the practical, religious and travel topics was 
almost impossible. Only a few of the larger colonial libraries 
were able to maintain any semblance of a comprehensive or 
balanced collection in the 1850s.102  
 
There were also claims that the selection of books was part of a 
deliberate attempt to discourage members of the working class 
from using the library. This type of criticism is difficult to 
analyse although an examination of the Wedderburn Mechanics’ 
Institute library catalogue (published in 1869) and the Ballarat 
libraries confirms that there was little of interest to the 
practical man. This supposedly elitist attitude was not 
restricted to the larger towns and cities. In the farming 
community of Rokewood the local school teacher was placed in 
charge of the Mechanics’ Institute’s collection of two hundred 
books. The theme and complexity of the bookstock was said to be a 
form of discrimination against local workers103 but with no 
evidence of the form of this discrimination, it can only be 
speculated that the bookstock was inappropriate to the reading 
needs of a predominantly farming community. 
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Yet another problem confronting all colonial libraries in the 
mid-nineteenth century was the explosive growth of newspaper 
reading. The Reverend John McGarvie, a controversial Presbyterian 
minister in Sydney, bemoaned the fact that newspapers were more 
influential than the church, the pulpit and the Bible.104 Leaving 
aside the accuracy of his claim, there is no doubt that 
newspapers and journals provided colonists with a near-saturation 
diet of politics, sport, crime and a thousand other topics seldom 
addressed in either the typical library collection or the pulpit. 
The demand for newspapers and journals placed considerable 
pressure on the colonial library and in many instances, 
committees spent more money on newspapers and British journals 
than on books. The speed with which British newspapers and 
journals were delivered to the colonies was subject to complaint, 
as was the inordinate amount of time that committee members kept 
current editions for their personal use before making them 
available to the public. 
 
 
For almost half a century, the colonial government’s complex 
system of direct grants, matching grants and land grants favoured 
the construction of buildings in preference to the maintenance of 
existing libraries or the expansion of book collections. This 
meant that parliamentary debates often focused on earlier 
decisions and demands for compensating grants by other applicants 
which further exacerbated the disputes about library funding. As 
previously noted, the colonial government began making grants to 
Institute committees in the 1840s and, over a thirty year period, 
the government provided grants in excess of 6000 pounds to the 
Melbourne Mechanics’ Institute. (This generous supply of funding 
was finally withdrawn because the MMI refused to provide public 
access to its collection.) On 21 February 1855, the parliament 
was invited to honour an earlier pledge to allocate 2,500 pounds 
to the Geelong library but the Chief Secretary claimed to have no 
knowledge of such a commitment and refused to provide the grant. 
This debate was taking place less than two months after the  
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adoption of the Municipal Institutions Act of 1854, which 
suggests that the library committee was opportunistic if nothing 
else.105  
 
Throughout the 1850s, government’s allocation of grants to 
institute, free and municipal libraries was an ad hoc arrangement 
that was based on erratic decision-making policies and which 
caused uncertainty for all library committees.106 Serle argues 
that the intellectual level of the parliamentary debates was 
‘abysmal’107 while Hubber believes it is a difficult task ‘to 
identify any one dominant philosophy prevailing among the 
colonial parliament’.108 Part of this political instability came 
about because of the debates regarding the interventionist and 
self-help models of central government in Victoria109 and it was 
inevitable that library committees would be caught in this 
imbroglio. In 1857-58, the Haines and O’Shanassy governments 
attempted to distance themselves from the library grants process 
by arguing that town councils should allocate funds from their 
general amenities grants. Recent applications for assistance to 
form libraries in Richmond and Collingwood had been rejected on 
the grounds that this was an inappropriate role for the colonial 
government - in spite of the fact that the colonial government 
had already given numerous grants to Mechanics’ Institutes in the 
preceding decade.110 During a parliamentary debate on 19 December 
1857, Dr Owens (MLA, Loddon) suggested that individual grants be 
withheld until a rational policy could be determined but even 
this proposal was treated with suspicion because of the belief 
that Owens wanted to prevent a particular municipality receiving 
a grant.111
 
Any suggestion that the colonial government assume direct control 
over the allocation of library funding caused considerable alarm  
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because of the parochial nature of the debates. On 20 January 
1860, James McCulloch (MLA, East Melbourne) argued that 2,000 
pounds be set aside for the purchase of books on behalf of all 
colonial libraries but this proposal was rejected by the non-
metropolitan members.112 A report in the Ballarat Star of 23 
January 1860 encapsulates both the mood of the parliament and the 
considerable sums of money involved, 
 
...a discussion of an irregular character took place in 
reference to a sum of 2000 pounds, proposed to be granted 
in aid of free libraries established or to be established 
in the interior. At length after several divisions the item 
was passed so amended as to comprehend mechanics’ 
institutions as well as free libraries, and the expenditure 
of the money by local bodies. Other amendments were 
proposed, with the view to increasing the sum to 4000 
pounds [but] the proceedings became so exceedingly confused 
that the Chairman had to appeal to the Speaker for 
instructions.113
 
The intensive rivalry between Melbourne politicians and their 
counterparts from the goldfields and ‘the interior’ also affected 
libraries. The goldfields generally attracted considerable 
amounts of government funding because of their size and the 
persuasiveness of their vocal, competitive and parochial 
political representatives. One typical example of metropolitan 
and country rivalry occurred when John Robinson Bailey (MLA, West 
Ballarat) successfully argued in favour of the retention of 
direct government grants to libraries in the ‘interior’ because  
goldfields communities ‘showed initiative, energy and 
perseverance in so many areas of endeavour’.114 In spite of an 
amendment that permitted inner-metropolitan councils to apply for 
one-sixth of the grant monies, there remained more than a  
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perception that the residents of some Melbourne suburbs were 
‘doubly disadvantaged’ by government decisions.115  
 
By 1860 another element had been added to the library funding 
debate when the government formally linked its grants to the 
revenue-raising skills of local committees. This policy was based 
on the twin assumptions that local committees had the capacity to 
generate local funds and that such revenue generation would 
reduce the demands for government support. However, such a policy 
clearly favoured Mechanics’ Institutes and penalised free library 
committees. After further debate about the inclusiveness of the 
legislation, the colonial government agreed to allocate 2,000 
pounds to ‘managers of Mechanics’ Institutes or public 
libraries’. The subsidy was limited to a maximum of 200 pounds 
for any single library, but such was the wealth and size of the 
goldfields that library committees in Ballarat, Bendigo, 
Castlemaine, Ararat and Stawell (and Geelong) secured the largest 
grants of 150 pounds each, both Ararat and Kyneton 100 pounds 
each, Warrnambool and Portland 75 pounds each and twenty-six 
other libraries an average of 30 pounds each. The tensions 
associated with the allocation of establishment grants, book 
grants and matching grants was to remain a feature of public 
library funding for the remainder of the nineteenth century. 
 
Conclusion 
 
As in Britain, the Mechanics’ Institute model had already become 
the dominant form of library service in Victoria by the mid-
1850s, although civic leaders showed a willingness to adopt and 
modify both the free library model and the Mechanics’ Institute 
models to suit local needs and this preparedness to mould the 
public library model was symptomatic of the dynamic nature of 
colonial society. Serle claimed that ‘institutes were no more 
than municipal libraries’,116 whereas Healy argued that ‘free 
libraries were seen as a better alternative’ to those run by a 
Mechanics’ Institute committee. The free library may have been  
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regarded as a legislative equivalent of a Mechanics’ Institute 
library but the latter was the dominant model in Victoria.117 Two 
examples of this ambiguity can be identified in the evolution of 
the Bacchus Marsh and Castlemaine libraries. At Bacchus Marsh a 
committee established a free library in 1855 before changing its 
name to the Bacchus Marsh Mechanics’ Institute several years 
later.118 In direct contrast, the Castlemaine Town Council 
assisted with the formation of a free library in 1860 because it 
claimed that the existing Mechanics’ Institute library was 
elitist and inaccessible to the general public. 
 
An inability to quantify the number of free libraries in Victoria 
in the 1850s emphasises the speed and diversity of library 
development. The most significant characteristic of this 
phenomena was the extraordinary generosity of the Victorian 
government, both in terms of the amount of money allocated, and 
the ease with which small committees and municipalities qualified 
for grants over many years. Throughout the 1850s, Institute 
libraries were introduced into scores of Victoria townships and 
many were ‘unexpectedly large and substantial’.119 Even the most 
humble library was supported by a local committee that felt 
confident in its endeavours. The isolated coastal township of 
Belfast (Port Fairy) was no exception when it was reported that, 
 
We are glad to see a movement on foot to establish a 
Mechanics’ Institute in this town. The want of some place 
for intellectual recreation is too well known to need any 
illustration from us. One great result of such an 
institution will be that it will collect together the 
thinking portion of the community and form the nucleus for 
other useful organisations. Heretofore ‘gold’ monopolised 
every institution in the Colony and if a grisly bear were 
possessed of it in sufficient quantity [provided he could 
talk] he would have no difficulty in attaining a high 
position in the colonial society. No great achievement for  
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the benefit of mankind was ever yet achieved by mere 
money...120
 
By 1859 the editor of the Castlemaine Advertiser claimed that the 
relevance and value of a Mechanics’ Institute library was 
universally accepted and that, 
 
...the necessity for a Mechanics’ Institute in every 
town...is so well appreciated nowadays that a long 
disquisition on the merits of such a question is altogether 
unnecessary.121  
 
This confident editorial was written at a time when government 
intervention and social regulation was already evident in the 
colonies, when more than thirty library committees were already 
in receipt of government grants, and one month before an elite 
group of Ballarat residents met in a vain attempt to construct a 
public library for all Ballarat residents.  
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      Chapter 3 
 
 Civic Mindedness: Establishing Libraries in Ballarat  
 in the 1850-60s
 
This chapter analyses the rapid growth of the city and township 
of Ballarat in the 1850s and contrasts it with the slow 
development of its library services in the same decade. In  
chapter 2 it was shown that at least fifty townships in the 
colony set up libraries in the 1850s.1 Some of these settlements 
had populations of less than three thousand residents whereas 
Ballarat’s 40,000 inhabitants were incapable of forming a 
committee to establish a library until April 1859. After some  
hesitation, a committee of Ballarat’s leading residents was 
formed but soon split along municipal lines. Two rival committees 
each formed a library - one library based on the Mechanics’ 
Institute model and the other on the Free Library model. Within 
thirty years, these libraries were among the largest public 
libraries in Australia and thus the development of the Ballarat 
Mechanics’ Institute Library and the Ballarat East Free Library 
represents an important study in colonial librarianship because 
the growth, maturation and stagnation of these libraries was 
comparable and because the differences between the two models 
were clearly evident. 
 
 
Ballarat’s history has been well documented since William 
Bramwell Withers wrote the History of Ballarat in 1870. The 
growth of Ballarat in the 1850s has also been subject to detailed 
analysis by numerous scholars within the broader context of 
Australian history.2 Some of Australia’s best known historians  
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including Serle, Molony and Blainey have devoted considerable 
attention to this decade which resulted in unprecedented gold 
discoveries, the Eureka ‘rebellion’, and its potentially radical 
political outcomes. Collectively these historians support Bate’s 
argument that Ballarat’s spectacular development throughout the 
second half of the nineteenth century was moulded by the 
behaviour of the generation of gold rush migrants of the 1850s.3
 
Throughout the 1850s Ballarat was ‘an unkempt mining town with 
poppet heads and mullock dumps near main streets and dirty mine 
waters running down the gutters’.4 The success of the Ballarat 
goldfields resulted in thousands of men living in tents and 
rented hotel accommodation, but even whilst living in these 
primitive conditions, young men displayed a determination to act 
with speed and purpose when tackling major civic projects. They 
were willing to join committees to oversee the construction of a 
range of civic amenities including schools and churches, a 
hospital and a fire brigade. Work had commenced on the Mining 
Exchange and Supreme Court buildings by 1857 and gas was 
manufactured in Ballarat in the following year. By comparison, 
the development of a public library was relatively slow, 
although, once motivated Ballarat’s library committees enjoyed 
both the benefits of a wealthy, populous and vibrant environment 
whilst suffering the pitfalls of the inevitable clashes between 
municipal rivalry and civic pride.5  
 
Ballarat in the 1850s  
 
The Ballarat district was first settled in 1837 when several 
small parties of squatters took up land surrounding the site of 
the present city. The district population was probably no more 
than 200 adults but the discovery of enormous quantities of gold  
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in August 1851 had an immediate effect on the city’s development. 
Municipal directories suggest that Ballarat transferred almost 
five million ounces of gold to Melbourne between 1851-1861. This 
was a similar amount to the discoveries at Bendigo and more than 
the combined output of the seven major goldfields in Victoria’s 
Central Highlands. This wealth had an immediate and long-term 
impact on the prosperity of Ballarat and on the colony of 
Victoria and also had a permanent effect on Ballarat’s 
population.6 Such was the excitement generated by gold that 
within one year the district population could be numbered in the 
thousands with many prospectors, hoteliers and retailers living 
in the unsurveyed township of Ballarat East near their claims 
along the gold-yielding creeks and gullies.7 There was a high 
level of population mobility among gold seekers and it is 
estimated that another one hundred thousand immigrants passed 
through Ballarat on their journey to other diggings in central 
Victoria.8 Goldfield artists including Tulloch and Gill depict 
scenes of miners frantically moving to another location, images 
that highlight the transitory nature of gold prospecting.9 
Municipal rate rolls and directories, along with unclaimed mail 
at the Post Office, are other indicators of the constant 
population fluctuations throughout the decade.  
 
The early history of Ballarat and the Eureka rebellion on 3 
December 1854 are synonymous. The armed conflict between the 
diggers and the civil and military authorities was the short but 
bloody culmination of a dispute about an important principle - 
the basic rights of individuals. The outcome of the battle had a 
lasting impact on the way in which the miners and the business 
community subsequently managed the goldfields and later the city  
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of Ballarat. Eureka also had a major influence on the way in 
which the colonial government responded to the demands of   
goldfields residents in the following decades. From the mid-
1850s, the Ballarat goldfields were represented in the colonial 
parliament by two men who played prominent roles in the Eureka 
rebellion and in the early development of the city.10 Peter Lalor 
and J. B. Humffray had both been elected unopposed to the 
Legislative Council in November 1855. Lalor, the man of action at 
Eureka, held the seat of North Grenville, and Humffray, the 
political moderate who was ineffective in the days leading up to 
the Eureka battle, represented the voters in North Grant.11 
(Unfortunately neither man played little more than a marginal 
role in the management of libraries in Ballarat.) 
 
Serle and Bate have provided brilliant analyses of Victoria in 
the 1850s and from their research it is possible to make general 
observations about the type of people who were attracted to the 
goldfields. The most obvious feature was that they were male, 
relatively young and of British origin. Between 1851-53, the 
alluvial goldfields rewarded good luck and physical strength, 
whereas later deep lead or quartz mining meant that skill, 
organisation, teamwork and capital became more important. Under 
these circumstances it is not possible to argue that the first 
generation of gold diggers were drawn from a specific social, 
ethnic or religious group, however, relying on a diverse range of 
goldfield reports, Serle is able to portray vividly the hard work 
required to survive on the diggings and the advantages enjoyed by 
the more experienced manual labourer. He also notes that a large 
number of young men came from ‘a respectable class and included 
first-class tradesmen, bankers and clerks from the civil service, 
solicitors’ offices, and mercantile firms’.12 Even though many 
intended to return to Britain, 
 
...it is beyond argument (despite the fact that no 
statistical proof can be advanced) that this group of 
unassisted migrants were magnificent economic material with  
                         
10
  ibid., pp. 55-73. 
11  W. Withers, op. cit., p. 178. 
12  G. Serle, op. cit., pp. 47-48. 
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educational qualifications and professional and industrial 
skills superior to any other group of migrants to 
Australia...13  
 
The typical migrant attracted to the Ballarat goldfield was 
middle class, educated, and often had ‘an adventurous streak in 
his character’, and likewise, at Bendigo it was claimed that the 
goldfield attracted ‘a good sprinkling of professional men - 
barristers without briefs, architects without clients, and young 
doctors without practices...’.14 A large percentage of the gold 
seekers had ‘urban origins’ and the Ballarat goldfield attracted 
a large number of men who wanted law and order, town planning and 
a semblance of domestic normality. And yet by their very nature, 
the goldfields were male-dominated societies in which ‘families 
were left behind’.15 While Withers refers to the role of 
individual goldseekers in developing the Ballarat goldfields, 
contemporary historians place a greater emphasis on the elite 
group of men who formed committees, clubs and partnerships to 
improve their community. Working together, they became involved 
in so many civic projects that,  
 
...into their lifetimes they had compressed the work of at 
least two generations in their homelands...Out of 
Ballarat’s unusual social experience [of the 1850s] came a  
unique urban consciousness...16   
 
 
Within the first decade of settlement, Ballarat residents had 
formed numerous cultural organisations including a Rowing Club, a 
Benevolent Asylum, a Welsh Society and a Cornish Society, a 
Horticultural Society and a volunteer corps of the Ballarat 
Rangers. A combination of personal wealth, civic pride and the 
pursuit of English cultural values motivated those individuals 
who gained such strength from their membership of local  
                         
13  ibid., p. 47. 
14  D. Garden, op. cit., p. 80; F. Cusack, Bendigo, a History, Heinemann, Melbourne, 1973, 
 p. 29.  
15  W. Bate, op. cit.,  p. 18. 
16  ibid., p. 220.  
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committees.17 For example, John B. Humffray (Congregationalist, 
Chartist, politician and bookseller), Charles Dyte (Jewish, 
politician, businessman) and Daniel Brophy (Catholic, hotelier, 
businessman and politician) were just three Ballarat men who each 
contributed their services to at least ten local committees 
including a library committee.18 Also active was the historian, 
W.B. Withers, who was a journalist, mining speculator and member 
of numerous committees. Withers was ‘a democrat,...a man of 
culture and ambition of a type very common and significant in 
Ballarat’,19 and was to play a significant role in keeping library 
debates in the public domain. 
 
 
Although the major focus of this research is on the development 
of libraries in the two largest municipalities in Ballarat - the 
City of Ballaarat (West) and the Township of Ballarat East -  
these were not the only local council districts on the Ballarat 
goldfields.20 In addition to the City and the Township there were 
five municipalities encircling ‘urban’ Ballarat and regarded each 
other as rivals.21 They were fiercely independent and were 
represented by mayors, presidents and councillors who eventually 
established fire stations, town halls, libraries and other 
symbols of civic progress in each municipality.  
 
While the City of Ballaarat had a smaller population in the 
1850s, it always achieved its civic milestones in advance of the 
Township. Accordingly, Ballaarat was proclaimed a municipality on 
17 December 1855 and subsequently became a borough in 1863 and a  
                         
17  W. Withers, op. cit., p. 255; W. Bate, op. cit., p. 220. 
18  W. Kimberly, op. cit., p. 67; W. Bate, op. cit.,  pp. 133-141.  
19  W. Bate, op. cit., p. 251. Withers was born in England in 1823 before migrating to 
 South Africa to farm. He then migrated to Victoria where he tried goldmining before 
 becoming a journalist with the Ballarat Star. 
20  Municipal names are potentially confusing. Ballaarat City Council had four ‘a’s in its 
 municipal title although the geographic name had only three. Several other 
 organisations including the Ballaarat Fine Art Gallery and later the ‘Ballaarat 
 Municipal Library’ used the extra ‘a’ for almost a century. (Since the latest round of 
 municipal amalgamations in 1994 Ballaarat has lost an ‘a’ and is now the ‘City of 
 Ballarat’ and the public library is simply referred to as ‘Library’.) 
21
  The Shires of Buninyong and Grenville and the Borough of Sebastopol were to the 
 south of Ballarat.  The Shire of Bungaree was on the north-east boundary and the Shire 
 of  Ballarat was on the north-west boundary.  
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city in September 1870. The ‘City’ or ‘the West’ grew to be the 
larger and more prosperous because of the quality of the housing, 
the range of cultural amenities and a more stable economy which 
meant that it was a safer place to invest money and construct 
commercial buildings. As soon as it was proclaimed a 
municipality, the council announced its intention to build an 
impressive town hall precinct that would include a library, court 
and gallery. Unfortunately the building emphasised the monumental 
in preference to the functional and 13,000 pounds was eventually 
spent on the town hall alone. Facing cost overruns as early as 
1860, all plans to incorporate a library and other civic 
amenities in the Town Hall project were abandoned.22
 
As for Ballarat East, it had a larger and culturally more diverse 
population throughout the 1850-60s but was not proclaimed a 
municipality until 5 May 1857.23 Thus the civic leaders of 
Ballarat East were confronted with the embarrassment of seeing 
the western municipality and numerous smaller colonial townships 
- such as Kilmore, Belfast and Carisbrook - achieve municipal 
recognition before they did. (see Appendix 6) Prior to 1857, 
Ballarat East’s civic leaders had experienced great difficulty in 
convincing the colonial government that its mining and commercial 
population constituted an urban population. The area was renowned 
for the earliest alluvial gold discoveries in 1851 but Urquhart’s 
survey made no reference to Ballarat East and as a result the 
eastern goldfields did not have a single surveyed street, despite 
having thirty hotels on Main Road and a similar number along 
Yarrowee Creek. Although the population was estimated to be in 
the tens of thousands, the Municipal Institutions Act of 1854 did 
not define Ballarat East’s tent-dwelling population as permanent  
                         
22  W. Bate, op. cit., pp. 177-179. 
23  Ballarat Commercial Directory for 1857,  op. cit. Huxtable boasted that the aggregate 
 Ballarat goldfield population was almost 50,000 in 1857 whereas it looked far less 
 impressive in 1865 when the Victorian Gazetteer recorded the population by 
 municipality and indicated that Ballarat West’s population was 10,000 and Ballarat 
 East’s was 15,000. Within another five years, the populations in both municipalities had 
 increased but, now the ratios had changed to 24,308 and 16,397 respectively. (W. Bate, 
 op. cit.) When arguing with each other it appears that the councillors frequently 
 exaggerated or temporarily ‘borrowed’ the population from the surrounding 
 municipalities of Buninyong and Sebastopol to support any case that they were 
 presenting to politicians, journalists or royalty. 
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householders.24 The migratory nature of the local population is 
further demonstrated by the fact that that there were only 1,200 
households on the rate roll when the municipality was gazetted in 
1857.25 Less than one year after the proclamation of the eastern 
township, the newly elected councillors of Ballarat East 
announced that they too intended to construct a suitably grand 
civic precinct that would include a library,  
 
...the men of the East had dreams of municipal grandeur 
well before their rivals. In 1858 they held a planning 
competition for a building to house the council, police 
court, mechanics’ institute, museum, public library and 
lecture room. The cost was set at 10,000 pounds but 
ambition stirred as strongly in architects’ as in 
councillors’ breasts and the successful design by C. Porter 
and R. Lambert was expected to cost 17,000 pounds. But 
where would they put it? Good sites were so scarce that 
they pressured the Wesleyans and the Jews into moving their 
churches from chosen ground.26   
 
The remarkable scale of the initial projects suggests that when 
planning the municipality, the Ballarat East councillors had 
unrestrained confidence in the future of their Township and an 
equally firm belief that the ratepayers had the capacity to meet 
the enormous costs associated with such a project. However the 
issue was never tested because the unpredicability of goldmining, 
the costs associated with floods, fire and other calamities, and 
a total absence of town planning meant that this and other civic 
projects had to be scaled down or deferred. 
 
These early plans to construct grand town halls and civic 
precincts were not the only examples of the duplication of  
                         
24  G. Serle, op. cit.,  p. 193. 
25  The number of households or tenements in Ballarat East continued to fluctuate 
 throughout the 1850-60s. For example, an economic slump in the 1860s caused the 
 number  of tenements to fall to 449 in 1865 before increasing to 1,030 in 1867 - a 
 decade after the municipality was formed. By comparison, the western municipality 
 had only 564 tenements when it was incorporated in 1855. This number rapidly 
 increased to 3,571 by 1865. W. Withers, op. cit., p. 246.  
26  W. Bate, op. cit., p. 181. 
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services and rivalry that existed between the municipalities. In 
the early-1860s two police stations, two post offices and two 
fire stations were constructed within a few kilometres of each 
other. Such rivalry persisted for many years, and later prompted 
calls for the Yarrowee Creek (the municipal boundary) to be 
drained as a means of removing the artificial dividing line 
between the City and the Township.27 But eventually the economic 
balance began to swing away from the eastern municipality with 
its poor quality roads, open drains and lower social status, in 
favour of the more ‘civilised’ western municipality. By a 
combination of grassroots rivalry, political manoeuvring and 
colourful language - such as ‘the eastern bog’ and the 
‘salubrious heights’ of Ballaarat West - a number of unresolved 
disputes remained before the public throughout the latter half of 
the nineteenth century.28  
 
Under these circumstances, the potential for commercial and 
political conflict of interest was rife as Ballarat’s civic 
leaders used all their persuasive powers to develop a wide range 
of cultural amenities.29 Ferry’s analysis of nineteenth-century 
Armidale leads him to conclude that civic rivalry and the battle 
for the control of the social infrastructure of the town was a 
common phenomenon and one that was often so destructive that 
organisations were brought to the brink of collapse. In this and  
subsequent chapters, it is argued that in Ballarat’s case, civic 
rivalry was at first an accelerant and soon after a retardant to 
library development. 
 
 
 
 
                         
27  W. Withers, op. cit., p. 239; Ballarat and District in 1901, op. cit., p. 98. 
28  R. McCallum, A History of Ballarat Libraries, Central Highlands Regional Library 
 Service, Ballarat, 1978, p. 8. 
29  W. Kimberly, op. cit., p. 67. For example, Daniel Brophy was a Councillor at the 
 Bungaree Shire and later a Councillor and Mayor of the City of Ballaarat between 
 1873-1888. Brophy was also a hotelier and stock and station agent and a 
 committee member of Ballarat’s Old Colonist Association, the Ballarat Hospital, the 
 Benevolent Society, the Orphan Asylum and the Hibernian Australian Catholic Benefit 
 Society. He also played a marginal role in the development of both Ballarat 
 libraries.  J. Ferry, Colonial Armidale, University of Queensland Press, St Lucia, 1999, 
 p. 197. 
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Private Libraries 
 
Serle’s description of the intellectual calibre and occupational 
profile of the first generation of goldseekers (footnote 13) 
suggests that Ballarat was inundated with the type of young men 
who were joining Mechanics’ Institutes elsewhere or who were 
establishing institutes prior to the formation of a local 
municipality. However, the ‘superior skills’ of this group did 
not bring about the speedy formation of a library in Ballarat and 
in the 1850s at least four private circulating libraries were 
created in Ballarat and several abortive attempts had been made 
to establish a public library, although none had survived more 
than a few years.  
 
The first private library was established by John Armstrong, a 
correspondent for the Geelong Advertiser who had arrived on the 
Golden Point diggings in Ballarat East in 1851. Two years later 
Armstrong established a bookshop containing 1,000 volumes and 
also offering readers the opportunity to borrow stock from his 
private subscription library.30 Subsequent business directories 
identified Armstrong as a bookseller and bookbinder but by 1857 
there make no mention of his circulating library.31
 
An advertisement in the Ballarat Times of 11 November 1854 refers 
to Finlay and Fullerton’s Ballarat Circulating Library and  
 
...calls the attention of the public to the well selected 
stock of books by the most popular authors such as 
Reynolds, Lever, Bulwer, Dickens, Thackeray, Marryatt and 
all the other new works now published. An early inspection 
is solicited.32
 
This library was also shortlived and appears to have closed by 
1857. In later municipal directories, Finlay is identified as a  
                         
30  W. Withers, op. cit., p. 282; R. McCallum, op. cit., p. 10. 
31  Ballarat Commercial Directory for 1857, op. cit.; Ballarat  Street Directory for 1862, 
 op. cit. 
32  Ballarat Street Directory for 1862, op. cit., Advertisements section, p. 15. 
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school teacher at the Lydiard Street Denominational School but 
there is no mention of Fullerton. In 1855, a ‘Petition of 
Householders of Ballarat’ included the name of Henry Thomas 
Holyoake, a Chartist and prominent speaker at the rallies 
preceding Eureka. Holyoake believed that a lack of educational 
opportunities for adults was depriving the Ballarat miners of the 
ability to bring about social reform. On the 1855 petition 
Holyoake appended ‘Mechanics’ Institute, storekeeper’ to his 
name
33
 but two years later, his name was absent from the municipal 
directory, which identified five ‘Stationers, Booksellers and 
Printers’ in Ballarat East.34 By 1862 there was at least one more 
private circulating library operating in Ballarat East. Gaskell’s 
‘Ballarat East Library’, located in his stationery warehouse in 
Main Road, Ballarat East, loaned books,  
 
...at threepence per book, each for 7 days and [advised] 
that his library was open from 8am to 9pm daily and until 
midnight on Saturdays.35
 
Gaskell bought and sold secondhand books in any language and 
loaned books with ‘no deposit charged beyond the mere value of 
the book borrowed’.36 S. L. Birtchnell, publisher of the 1862 
municipal directory, is also listed as a ‘Bookseller, Stationer 
and general newsagent’ in Ballaarat West but there is no evidence 
that he operated a private subscription library. 
 
Early attempts to form a Mechanics’ Institute library in Ballarat
 
Several unsuccessful attempts were made to form a Mechanics’ 
Institute library in Ballarat in the late-1850s. In May 1856 a 
meeting to establish a Mechanics’ Institute and library was 
chaired by James Oddie, chairman of the first municipal council. 
Six months later another meeting was convened at which it was 
reported that progress in forming a Mechanics’ Institute had been 
minimal because poor weather had discouraged meeting attendance.  
                         
33  R. McCallum, op. cit.,  p. 10. 
34  Ballarat Street Directory for 1862, op. cit., p. 34. 
35  ibid., Advertisements section, p. 15. 
36  ibid., p. 56. 
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Several speakers expressed concern about the financial 
implications of forming an Institute but the general mood 
remained optimistic.37 Thomas Wanliss, editor of the Ballarat Star 
newspaper, had been involved in numerous disputes with the 
goldfield commissioners immediately prior to Eureka in 1854,38 and 
supported the efforts of the interim library committee. In 
December 1856, he argued that Ballarat required, 
 
...a library containing not only the polite literature of 
the day but works of a higher scientific and intelligent 
character. The working classes must have access to this 
library so that the mind may be elevated and ennobled by a 
search after emancipating knowledge, the diffusion of 
information amongst people, the spread of education will do 
so much towards raising the masses in the estimation of 
mankind and will daily teach them that respect and self 
reliance which creates and fosters national feeling. An 
educated people must become a thinking and free people.39   
 
Selecting a permanent site for the library became the most 
contentious issue for the planning committee and as an interim 
measure the minuscule and inactive Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute 
library was situated on the boundary of the two Ballarat 
municipalities. Housed in a small wooden building between 
Humffray and Barkly streets in Main Road, Ballarat East, it was 
hopelessly inadequate to meet the needs of the huge number of 
miners and businessmen on the Ballarat goldfields and it soon 
became apparent that both the building and its location were 
unsuitable because of the effects of mining and flooding in the 
area. As a result, the book collection was relocated to higher 
ground in the engine room of the nearby Ballarat East Fire 
Station.40 This move was the result of the intervention of Emanuel 
Steinfeld, a German immigrant who was president of the Fire 
Brigade and an aspiring politician.41 It is quite likely  
                         
37  Ballarat Star, 18 December 1856. 
38  W. Withers, op. cit., p. 84; p. 185. 
39  Ballarat Star, 18 December 1856. 
40  R. McCallum, op. cit., p. 9. 
41  W. Withers, op. cit., p. 286. 
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that Steinfeld offered temporary accommodation for the fledgling 
library because of his determination to prevent the Mechanics’ 
Institute leaving the eastern municipality but this gesture was 
to be shortlived. 
 
When the western municipality made its request to the colonial 
government for a general amenities grant, the Mechanics’ 
Institute committee assumed that a portion of the grant would be 
used to purchase a separate block of land for a library in Sturt 
Street, Ballarat West, but as neither the municipal councillors 
or the committee of the Mechanics’ Institute had specific 
building plans, the grant was wholly expended on urgent matters 
such as guttering and channelling and ‘nothing was left for 
culture’.42 In 1857 Peter Lalor, in his capacity as  parliamentary 
member of North Grenville, succeeded in obtaining a land grant 
for the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute, but once again the interim 
committee was unable to act because of a funding shortfall.43 On 
at least twelve occasions between June 1856 and October 1857, 
James Comb (Town Clerk of Ballaarat West and Honorary Secretary 
of the Mechanics’ Institute) sought financial assistance from the 
Ballarat East Town Council to establish the Mechanics’ Institute 
library. Finally, on 20 October 1858, the Ballarat East Town 
Council announced that it would not comply with these requests 
and it appeared likely that the temporary building near the 
municipal boundary would collapse in both a structural sense and 
for want of council support. 
 
Thus by 1859 both municipalities had promised to incorporate a 
library in its town hall precinct but in each case the proposal 
had failed to eventuate. Both municipalities had also resolved 
not to spend any of their government grants on an Institute or to 
co-operate in the provision of a Mechanics’ Institute library for 
all Ballarat residents. To overcome the impasse, another series 
of meetings was convened in March and April 1859 at which all 
delegates indicated their preparedness to discuss the formation  
                         
42  W. Bate, op. cit., p. 179. 
43  K. Davison, The Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute 1859-1951 and the influence of Henry 
 Cole Batten 1911-1951. MA Thesis, Graduate Department of Librarianship, Monash 
 University, Clayton, 1993, p. 34. 
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of a joint library without specifying its location or whether it 
would be based on a free Library or Mechanics’ Institute model. 
The committee consisted of some of the most influential men on 
the Ballarat goldfields at that time, namely J. B. Humffray, MLA, 
as the independent chairman, the chairmen of both municipalities, 
Dr Stewart (west) and Richard Belford (east), plus western  
councillors Caselli, Smith and Lewis and eastern councillors Dyte 
and Young.44 This elite group of men played a significant role in 
the development of Ballarat’s social and physical infrastructure 
throughout the 1850s and for many years beyond, and exercised 
power,  
 
...that was not theirs by inheritance or privilege but by 
the  conquest of their  environment and they  stood ten 
feet tall in consequence. Because they experienced the 
melting-pot [of Ballarat in the 1850s], they and others 
like them among Ballarat’s elite, were not resented. No 
other British city in the nineteenth century...could 
approach so closely the liberal-democratic ideal of 
equality of opportunity.45     
 
At first these enlightened and purposeful delegates favoured the 
establishment of a single library to meet the needs of both 
municipalities and for a short time the concept of a ‘Central 
Free Library‘ was universally endorsed. But as the meetings 
progressed, the committee could not decide whether to operate a 
Mechanics’ Institute library from the Fire Station in Ballarat 
East, to relocate the Institute to designated land in Ballaarat 
West, or to construct a central library on land next to the 
proposed Ballarat East Town Hall.46 Not surprisingly the 
councillors regarded each other’s proposals with suspicion, and a 
report published in the Star on 15 April 1859 captures both the 
duality of their visionary ideas and the parochial responses. The 
editorial supported the concept of a ‘Central Free Library’ 
although it was claimed that the committee would have shown 
‘better taste’ if the meeting had taken place in the Ballaarat  
                         
44
  Ballarat Star, 14 April 1859, 
45  W. Bate, op. cit., p. 148. 
46  Ballarat Star, 14 April 1859. 
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West council chambers because ‘all the meetings have hitherto 
been held on the eastern side of the Creek’.47 Wanliss, editor of 
the Star, called for the speedy resolution of the library issue 
and reiterated his support for the formation of ‘one central 
library and a host of satellitic reading rooms [to] carry the 
lamps of literacy and scientific light to the very outskirts’ of 
the district.48 The committee debated the issues at length but 
invariably voted along parochial lines. The western councillors 
claimed that they could provide the best location, whereas those 
from the east argued that because they had supported the 
establishment of a hospital and a Benevolent Home in the west, it 
was incumbent on the Ballaarat West councillors to agree to the 
establishment of the central library in the eastern municipality. 
 
Several speakers including Humffray tried to break the stalemate 
by arguing that it would be impossible to expect any support from 
the colonial government unless the two municipalities spoke in 
unison, but no-one was swayed by this argument because the 
duplication of services was already a common occurrence in 
Ballarat.49 Ironically, one of the few matters on which the 
library planning committee agreed was its sense of frustration at 
the colonial government’s supposed unwillingness to provide 
adequate financial support for a library. Both municipal councils 
had already applied for assistance but had been advised that the 
government was unwilling to make a specific grant for the 
construction of a library in Ballarat as the local municipalities 
had already voted to spend earlier grants on other civic 
projects. In response, Ballarat’s joint library committee argued 
that their proposal should be given a separate allocation because 
prior funding arrangements had resulted in assistance being given 
to numerous other library committees including those in 
Melbourne, Geelong and Castlemaine. The editor of the Star chose 
to ignore earlier parochial decisions by the Ballarat  
                         
47  ibid., 15 April 1859. 
48
  ibid., 18 April 1859. 
49  Two years after this debate about libraries, Humffray  successfully convinced the 
 colonial government to build a second railway station in Ballarat East - a distance of 
 two kilometres from the existing railway station in the western municipality. 
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municipalities when he expressed his concern at the government’s 
unwillingness to support the library committee, 
 
...particularly cool this, in the face of the liberal 
donations from the Treasury to the institutions in 
Melbourne and Geelong. Mr Humffray says that there is a 
probability that the lapsed 500 pounds [grant application] 
may be replaced on the Estimates next year. But we would 
not allow ourselves to be content with less than 1,000 
pounds for such a cause...50  
 
The saga of the ‘lapsed 500 pounds’ epitomised both the large 
sums of money available in Victoria51 and the often destructive 
nature of municipal rivalry in Ballarat. As previously noted, the 
government was providing extremely generous subsidies and scores 
of towns throughout the colony had little difficulty in 
persuading their local member of parliament to obtain a land 
grant and, in most instances, a cash grant as well. But as the 
western municipality’s previously awarded grant for the 
acquisition of land in Sturt Street had been diverted to other 
civic projects, Ballarat’s leaders found themselves in the 
embarrassing position of having to re-apply for another grant to 
erect a Mechanics’ Institute building.52 There was no suggestion 
that either Council would fund a library from its own rate base 
if a government grant was not forthcoming. 
 
The Star argued in favour of a co-operative solution to the 
siting of the library for without it ‘Ballarat...may wait until 
doomsday for a library worthy of the name and the people of 
Ballarat’.53 To this end, Cr Charles Dyte from Ballarat East was 
prepared to concede that the organisation be named the Ballarat 
Mechanics’ Institute and recommend that the site be determined at  
                         
50  Ballarat Star, 15 April 1859. 
51
  F. Larcombe, The Stablization of Local Government in New South Wales, 1858-1906, 
 Sydney, University Press, Sydney, 1976, p. 192. By comparison, the NSW goverment 
 offered much smaller grants: as late as 1867, if a municipal library could enrol 300 
 members, the subsidy was 100 pounds and if it enrolled 1000 members, the subsidy was 
 200 pounds. 
52  R. McCallum, op. cit., pp. 10-11. 
53  Ballarat Star, 15 April 1859. 
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a later date.54 Another committee man, W. B. Withers, who worked 
as a journalist with the Star, began to play an increasingly 
significant role in the debate by reporting the proceedings of 
meetings and by writing letters to the editor of his own 
newspaper. In one such letter, on 18 April 1859, he recommended 
that the organisation be given a new name, ‘The Ballarat Literary 
and Scientific Institution’, as a means of breaking the stalemate 
that was frustrating the municipal councillors. More importantly, 
Withers argued that,  
 
...one good library...was preferable to the establishment 
of two or more independent institutions of similarly 
ambitious aims. One properly situated and well conducted 
library would be ample for the wants of the community.55  
 
Yet another public meeting was held on 3 May 1859 and in order to 
inject a greater sense of impartiality into the debate, Humffray 
withdrew from the chairmanship and the Reverend Cooper Searle was 
appointed in his place.56 A smaller sub-committee met on several 
occasions thereafter but the die was cast. There was no more talk 
of a ‘central library surrounded by satellitic reading rooms’ or 
even a ‘public’ library because the western municipality had 
already taken steps to re-form the Mechanics’ Institute. 
 
Reaction was quick. On 3 May 1859, the Ballaarat (West) council 
and the committee of the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute agreed 
that the Institute should be established on the previously 
designated block of land in Sturt Street currently being leased 
to the Constitution Mining Company.57 On hearing this news, 
councillors from the eastern municipality immediately withdrew 
their support from the joint library project. They complained 
about the loss of the Mechanics’ Institute from their 
municipality and used terms such as ‘bias’, ‘snobbery’ and 
‘elitism’ but even they must have conceded that other issues were 
behind the decision. For although Ballarat East’s Main Road was  
                         
54  ibid., 16 April 1859. 
55  ibid., 18 April 1859. 
56  Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute. Minute Book, 3 May 1859. 
57  Allotment 7 of Section 13 of  the Township of Ballaarat (West). 
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then the busiest commercial and entertainment thoroughfare in 
Victoria,58 the municipality was unsurveyed, the East council had 
recently ‘lost’ another Town Clerk due to financial 
mismanagement, and yet another flood had caused inestimable 
damage to the business district.59 Faced with the planning 
committee’s unwillingness to co-operate, Ballarat residents were 
left to watch their civic leaders spend large sums of money on 
the development of two libraries even though there was clearly 
only the need for one. 
 
Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute, 1859-65
 
The committee of the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute consisted of 
those councillors who had attended the joint meetings in April 
1859 (Messrs Humffray, Belford, Stewart, Caselli, Young  and 
Smith), plus another group of equally influential, ‘middling-
class’ men60 from the western municipality including Andrew 
Anderson (boot manufacturer), John Cathie, MLA (furniture maker), 
J. McDowall (corn merchant), D. O’Connor (storekeeper), R. 
Mitchell (retailer), - Dodds, (hotelier), W. Cooper (newsagent) 
and D. Oliver (watchmaker). There was also Robert Stone, a 
carpenter from Victoria Street, Ballarat East, W.B. Withers and 
Thomas S. Learmonth, a pioneer who had moved his cattle into the 
district in 1837-38, joined the committee and was to remain a 
trustee and benefactor of the Mechanics’ Institute for many 
years. The committee appointed a 29-year-old former seaman, 
William Henry Batten, as its Secretary/Librarian, a position he 
held until his death in 1910.61
 
Once formed, the committee immediately focused its attention on 
the construction of a suitable building, and held a competition 
to select a design. On 17 July 1860 Messrs Francis and Watson  
                         
58  W. Bate, op. cit., pp. 96-97. 
59  Floods were regular occurrences between 1858-1870 in Ballarat East.  
60
  R. Neale, ‘Three Classes or Five?’, R. Neale, (ed.), History and Class, Oxford 
 University Press, Oxford, 1983, pp. 160-163. Neale would probably define this group as 
 the ‘middling class’ because they had control over labour and production but not 
 investment at this stage of  their careers. 
61  W. Withers, op. cit., p. 287.  
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were awarded the contract62 with a building estimated to cost 
6,000 pounds plus an additional 3,500 pounds for furnishings.  
The foundation stone of the building was laid with Masonic 
honours by Sir Henry Barkly, ably assisted by Ballarat’s Henry 
Cuthbert63 on 28 September 1860. The day was declared a public 
holiday and attracted in excess of 10,000 spectators. The Star 
reported that there ‘had never been such crowded streets or such 
masses of well-dressed people’. While many came to welcome the 
Governor to a city claimed to be ‘the queen of Her Royal 
Mistress’s golden territory...’, the primary focus of newspaper 
reports was on the achievements of the Ballarat Mechanics’ 
Institute. In less than one year the committee had, 
 
...solicited books to form the nucleus of a library and 
their appeal was so readily responded to, that a library of 
circulation was opened [with] 400 volumes, including a 
valuable contribution [from] J.P. Fawkner.64  
 
At the opening ceremony, Cuthbert referred to the great progress 
made by Ballarat residents in ‘taming the wilderness’ and 
Humffray stated that the formation of the Ballarat Mechanics’ 
Institute was the most important event in the already eventful 
history of Ballarat and that the occasion provided clear evidence 
of the ‘advancement of  civilisation’ in this city. Members of 
the public were also advised that the Institute had enrolled 600 
members and the temporary Reading Room attracted 50-60 visitors 
at a time. In addition,  
 
...24 lectures have been delivered on various subjects 
including biography, history, chemistry, electricity [and] 
poetry.65  
 
Annual reports of the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library from 
the early 1860s highlight the vagaries of cultural development on  
                         
62  Ballarat Star, 29 September 1859. 
63
  Cuthbert was born in Ireland in 1829 before migrating to Ballarat where he 
 eventually became a solicitor, mining speculator and parliamentarian and knight. (He is 
 subject to the longest biography in Kimberly’s, Ballarat and Vicinity, op. cit.) 
64  Ballarat Star, 30 April 1859. 
65  ibid., 29 September 1859. 
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a goldfield. In April 1862 the president of the Institute 
referred to the ‘still unsettled nature of a large part of our 
population’ and noted that a ‘number of our members were 
attracted to the New Zealand goldfields’. Two years later the 
president again referred to the ‘considerable depression suffered 
during the past year’ and said that it had ‘assisted in checking 
our commercial and social development’.66 Notwithstanding these 
concerns, the BMIL’s minute books show that the initial 
aspirations of the committee were justified. By 1864 the 
Institute had 550 members including seventy life members, one of 
whom, Thomas Learmonth, donated seventy pounds.67 Approximately 
900 new titles had been given to the library, bringing the total 
holdings to 3,000 volumes.68 In addition, 490 people borrowed 
nearly 6,000 books which suggests that nearly every person who 
joined the Institute to attend lectures and social functions also 
borrowed library books.69 These were impressive statistics and 
indicate that within four years of operation the BMIL was already 
one of the most active in Victoria and three times the size of 
most colonial libraries.  
 
In April 1864 the president of the Mechanics’ Institute advised 
his members that 2,000 copies of the library catalogue would be 
printed. The publication of a catalogue was not only important as 
a symbol of progress but also as a means of demonstrating the 
quality and diversity of the collection, and for raising revenue 
from the large amount of advertising that it contained. In 
addition to the bookstock, the holdings of the Institute’s 
reading room included approximately thirty colonial newspapers, 
twenty British newspapers and journals and ten US publications, 
including the New York Tribune.70
 
                         
66  Ballarat Mechanics’ Institue Library. Minute Book, 20 April 1862. ‘Depression’ was a 
 relative term. Ballarat was still a fabulously wealthy gold producer by colonial 
 standards.  
67  R. McCallum, op. cit., p. 12. 
68
  Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library. Minute Book,  On 6 February 1860 it was 
 reported that John Pascoe Fawkner had donated 100 books to the Library and on 
 30 April 1865, Melbourne University donated a consignment of books to the Library. 
69  Ballarat Mechanics’ Institue Library. Minute Book, 30 April 1863. 
70  ibid, April 1864; Ballarat Star, 14 May 1864. 
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In June 1864, an Institute rule was amended to allow ‘women who 
live in the same household as men who were members of the 
Institute to become members at half the normal rate’.71 Another 
rule change stipulated that a new member could not join the  
committee for at least six months, a move taken to increase  
stability and long-term commitment and prevent the disruption of 
committee meetings by newly elected members. (There is no 
indication that the committee expected women to nominate for 
committee positions.) The general tone of the information 
presented to members at this time suggests that the Ballarat 
Mechanics’ Institute was financially secure and that the decision 
to establish the library in Ballaarat West was vindicated. 
However, it was also reported that membership had fallen 
slightly, a problem that the committee intended to address by 
actively promoting the collection.72 Almost one year later, at the 
Annual General Meeting on 30 April 1865, it was reported that the 
Institute had 500 members, and that, with the recent acquisition 
of an additional 400 books, the collection, huge by colonial 
standards, now consisted of 8,240 volumes.73  
 
Ballarat East Free Library, 1859-65 
 
On the other side of the Yarrowee Creek, the Ballarat East Town 
Council reacted to the loss of the Mechanics’ Institute library 
by making renewed efforts to form a library of its own. It 
appears that one of the final steps in the breakdown in 
discussions to form the joint library occurred when Cr Charles 
Dyte was struck off the committee due to his absence from three 
consecutive meetings in December 1859. A leading member of the 
local Jewish community,74 Dyte was an extremely busy man. He was 
an auctioneer, a town councillor (later chairman) and had been 
campaigning for a seat in the Legislative Assembly. Dyte’s 
absence from the joint meetings that decided to relocate the 
Mechanics’ Institute to the western municipality may have been a 
form of protest - not a lack of interest - because he immediately  
                         
71  Ballarat Star, 27 June 1864. 
72  ibid., 27 June 1864. 
73  Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library, Minute Book, 30 April 1865. 
74
  Dyte laid the foundation stone of the Ballarat synagogue in January 1861. 
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recommended that his council colleagues establish a free library 
in the east. The Ballarat East Town Council agreed to this 
recommendation and the small library located at the fire station 
was elevated in status and re-named the Ballarat East Free 
Library. The first books were issued to the public on 1 April 
1862. Public access was unrestricted and books could be borrowed 
by any resident on an honour system, thereby ensuring the 
accuracy of the Free Library’s claim that it was the first rate-
supported library in Australia. McCallum claims that whilst it 
did not survive in its original form, it was ‘triumph for its 
sponsor.75  
 
This liberality was short-lived and the committee was soon forced 
to impose borrower charges to ensure the library’s survival 
because the BEFL did not enjoy the same rate of growth as its 
rival in the western municipality even though the Ballarat East 
Town council comprised,  
 
...a remarkable team of public-spirited and energetic men 
of varied talent,[who] very quickly matched the pace of the 
West Council in the establishment of a viable local 
authority.76  
 
Unfortunately this energy and enthusiasm at the civic level 
failed to generate the same degree of activity at the BEFL. The 
library committee was preoccupied with the need for permanent 
accommodation and a deputation approached the Council on 3 May 
1863 for this purpose. As a result of their persuasive arguments, 
a portion of land on the Town Hall Reserve was allocated to the 
committee, but the BEFL’s financial circumstances were so poor 
that it was another six years before a building could be  
constructed on the site. Unlike its rival in the City of 
Ballaarat, the BEFL was unable to attract significant donations 
from private benefactors, while the grant of 25 pounds from the 
Ballarat East Town Council had mostly gone to pay gas bills and  
                         
75  R. McCallum, op. cit., p. 9. 
76  ibid., p. 8. 
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purchase newspapers. A subsidy of 32 pounds from the colonial 
government had been put to use in similar ways.77
 
A detailed report of the Annual General Meeting of the BEFL was 
reprinted in the Star on 6 February 1864. In his report, the 
chairman, Cr Young, noted that attendances at committee meetings 
were low, but took this to be a vote of confidence in the work of 
the committee, which included Messrs Levinson (jeweller), 
Steinfeld (cabinetmaker), Rodier (town clerk), McIvor (teacher?), 
Fussell (storekeeper), Stocks (mining agent), Campbell (chemist), 
Anderson (boot importer), Walker and Miller. The committee sought 
donations and subscriptions but it was reported that local 
residents had not been as generous ‘as the nature and objectives 
of the institution fairly lay claim to’. Cr Young said that it 
was important that residents of Ballarat East be subjected to ‘a 
diligent canvass for the purpose of augmenting the supply of 
books and thereby attracting a greater government subsidy’.78
 
However the high expectations of the founding committee of the 
BEFL were ‘doomed without ever being given a reasonable chance to 
develop’ for two reasons. Firstly, its inadequate funding base 
forced the committee to impose charges, and secondly, the level 
of recurrent funding provided by the Town Council diminished very 
soon after the library opened. From 1863 the Free Library 
introduced a scale of subscriptions (one pound p.a. per family, 
10 shillings p.a. per single and juniors, half price) for the 
borrowing of books although access to the collection was still 
unrestricted. Despite this, it lacked the funds to erect a 
building that matched the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library, 
in part because it did not have the benefit of hundreds of pre-
paid subscriptions by members. Thus the difficult task of 
collecting fees was undertaken by volunteers in the face of a 
‘despondency that people would not pay to borrow books’.79 Due to 
its poor financial status and its determination to provide free 
access, the BEFL became increasingly dependent on revenue  
                         
77  Ballarat Star, 5 February 1864. 
78  ibid., 5 February 1864; W. Withers, op. cit., pp. 267-8; W. Bate, op. cit.,  
 p. 135. 
79  R. McCallum, op. cit., p. 13. 
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generated by lectures presented by local clergymen such as the 
Reverend Wm. Henderson, Mr W. Frazer and the Reverend Gosman.80 
The committee also raised funds by arranging public lectures on 
less religious and more entertaining themes. For example 
Professor Bushell attracted a large crowd on 6 February 1864 with 
a public demonstration of the power of electricity - delivered in 
a manner that was more suited to a Mechanics’ Institute.81
 
By 1863 there were clear signs that the Town Council was seeking 
ways of divesting itself of the daily management of the library, 
not least because of the diminished impact of Charles Dyte who 
had been unable to retain a seat on the Council. On 5 February 
that year, William Rodier, a former councillor and the newly 
appointed Town Clerk of Ballarat East, suggested that the book 
collection be handed over to the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute 
but this proposal was immediately rejected. Another public 
meeting was convened to ‘consider the advisability of appointing 
a committee unconnected with the [Town] Council to take over the 
management of the Public Library’.82 However the Council found 
that it could not bring itself to relinquish total control of the 
library and Cr Young, the municipality’s chairman, and Mr Rodier 
(for his impudence?) were appointed along with several 
councillors to a separate committee of management of the BEFL.83 
Community representatives were also elected to the Library 
committee and minute books indicate that three school teachers 
who regularly attended meetings appeared to hold the committee 
together when Town councillors were attending to other business. 
The three teachers - Messrs Kent, Rosenblum and Molloy - served 
on the Ballarat East Free Library committee for fourteen, twenty-
seven, and thirty years respectively. (see Appendix 4 for a list 
of committee members between 1860-1900). This strategy of  
                         
80  The Reverend William Henderson was a prominent Scottish Presbyterian minister at St 
 Andrew’s in Ballarat prior to his death on 22 July 1884. William Frazer was an 
 aspiring politician who supported the eight-hour day movement and other benefits for 
 workers. The Reverend Alexander Gosman  (1829-1913) was ordained in Scotland in 
 1855 before migrating to Australia in 1860. His first appointment was to the Neil 
 Street Congregational Church in Ballarat between 1861-63. Ballarat Star, 5 February 
 1864. 
81  Ballarat Star, 27 February 1864. 
82  ibid., 5 February 1863. 
83  R. McCallum, op. cit., p. 13. 
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widening community representation on the library committee 
enabled the Council to claim that it no longer ‘owned’ the 
library and therefore was not obliged to fully fund its 
operation. 
 
In 1864 a meeting was convened to debate the motion ‘that all 
committee members who have not attended [enough meetings] be 
struck off the committee’. Ironically the meeting was cancelled 
due to poor attendance,84 although the resolution was put into 
effect at the next meeting when Cr Fussell, the mayor and Mr 
Walker were struck off the committee for non-attendance.85 Later 
that year the BEFL became embroiled in a public dispute when the 
committee approved the seemingly innocuous recommendation ‘that 
the sum of 50 pounds be forthwith expended on the purchase of 
books and that a sub-committee be appointed to select them’.86 In 
the course of a heated debate, reported in the Star over a period 
of three weeks, it was revealed that the colonial government had 
threatened to reclaim its earlier book grant if the committee did 
not spend the money immediately. Correspondents used the 
opportunity to berate the committee for not spending enough on 
stock, not buying books from colonial suppliers and not 
allocating the money to offset the construction costs of the 
building.87 These anonymous letters were written by individuals 
with such a detailed knowledge of library matters as to suggest 
that they were either current or former library committee members 
or belonged to the rival Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute library. 
One correspondent, ‘Bibliopole’, referred to the exact amounts of 
the grants and claimed that in the previous sixteen months, the 
life of the BEFL, only five pounds had been spent on the purchase 
of new books.88 This lengthy debate concluded with ‘Bibliopole’ 
claiming that ‘wretched must be the mind and desperate the cause’ 
of those people who criticised him for raising serious issues of 
public concern in the press.89
 
                         
84  Ballarat Star, 26 April 1864. 
85  Ballarat Star, 6 May 1864. 
86  ibid., 26 April 1864. 
87  ibid., 6 May 1864. 
88  ibid., 7 May 1864. 
89  ibid., 10 May 1864, 13 May 1864, 17 May 1864. 
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While it is not possible to determine the final outcome of this 
particular debate, the ‘books dispute’ encapsulated  many of the 
characteristics of public libraries in Ballarat in the early-
1860s. It revealed that committee members of both libraries were 
capable of making long-term library plans for the benefit of 
their community. The dispute also emphasised the level of public 
scrutiny and rivalry that existed in Ballarat with committees and 
interested residents not afraid to highlight the perceived 
weaknesses in the management of the two libraries. Finally, it 
suggests that neither library committee was prepared to make 
concessions or to seriously re-evaluate earlier decisions. 
 
The anomaly of forming a Mechanics’ Institute in Ballaarat West 
and a Free Library in Ballarat East 
 
One aspect of the simultaneous formation of a Mechanics’ 
Institute library in the City of Ballaarat and a Free Library in 
the Township of Ballarat East that has not been addressed is why 
the socially conservative City of Ballaarat adopted the 
Mechanics’ Institute library model and why the predominantly 
working-class Township of Ballarat East adopted the free library 
system. A simple / simplistic answer could be that once 
councillors in the west had taken control of the Mechanics’ 
Institute and established it in their municipality, it was 
inevitable that those councillors representing the eastern 
municipality would select any other name in preference to that 
chosen by its rival. This argument has considerable validity in 
Ballarat because names had great significance and there are many 
examples of street names changing as they crossed municipal 
boundaries. Conversely, Humffray, Dyte, Searle and other 
delegates at the planning meetings in April 1859 had expressed a 
willingness to consider a range of possible names for the 
library, which suggests that they were not hamstrung by the 
British Mechanics’ Institute model or the Victorian government’s 
legislation.  
 
Respectability and accessibility were the key factors in the 
adoption of the two public library models. The western  
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municipality was pre-occupied with the attainment of 
respectability after the wild excesses of the early-1850s. The 
City was ‘settled with precision’ and its civic amenities, 
including the lake and gardens, eventually became assets ‘that 
gold could not buy’.90 The businessmen of the west were the chief 
beneficiaries of both the gold discoveries and the rural boom, 
and as a result the City became the centre of financial, legal 
and commercial interests. It soon had the largest banks, shops, 
schools, churches and the more comfortable private homes91 and 
attracted larger government grants. The BMIL - both as a piece of 
architecture and as a respectable civic institution - was a 
beneficiary of this process. The Institute building was 
strategically located next to the Ballarat Stock Exchange and 
provided rental space to financial agents. Another indicator of 
the Institute’s respectability was the level of support it 
received from pre-gold settlers including the Learmonth, Bacchus 
and Fisken families, and prominent citizens such as Sir Henry 
Cuthbert. 
 
The same desire for order and respectability also found its way 
into the management of the BMIL, with a committee that consisted 
of the leading men of the City. They believed that the Institute 
was much more than a library service and permitted the building 
to be used for religious meetings, lectures and genteel theatre.92 
They also ‘encouraged the more intelligent citizens to look there 
for Anglo-Saxon culture in the form of books, billiards, chess, a 
museum and singing classes’.93 As a result, the BMIL matured into 
a very conservative organisation and its membership replicated 
the traditional British model to the extent that it became a 
private club with a ‘Members Only’ sign in the foyer. There is no 
evidence to suggest that the committee or members of the BMIL 
supported the argument that the Institute library was a free gift 
to the working classes. 
 
                         
90  W. Bate, op. cit., p. 167. 
91  W. Jacobs, op. cit., p. 13. 
92  K. Davison, op. cit., p. 35. 
93  R. McCallum, op. cit., p. 9. 
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In comparison to the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute’s emphasis on 
respectability, the committee of the Ballarat East Free Library 
placed considerable emphasis on the library being accessible to 
the public, and as such, the more radical and non-conformist men 
of the Eastern municipality rejected the traditional model of the 
Institute in its entirety. Unfortunately the BEFL’s first years 
of operation were stressful because the eastern municipality was 
unable to provide the library with a permanent building.94 This 
resulted in the book collection being relocated on at least three 
occasions in its first ten years of operation. Even under these 
circumstances the committee remained committed to the concept of 
generous public access to the library. The provision of 
unrestricted access to the BEFL was consistent with the attitudes 
of many of the miners and small businessmen in the township. 
Ballarat East attracted large numbers of European immigrants and 
the municipality was far more cosmopolitan than Ballarat West, 
Melbourne or Geelong. This in turn suggests that there was a 
relatively large number of men in the eastern municipality who 
did not automatically regard the British Mechanics’ Institute 
model as the ideal means of increasing public access to books and 
newspapers or providing opportunities for self-improvement. 
Ballarat East’s Jewish population was at least four times greater 
than the colonial average, and remained so until the 1890s, and 
the BEFL committee had a correspondingly high proportion of 
Jewish settlers who supported this public institution that 
offered liberal terms of access. Charles Dyte, Emanuel Steinfeld, 
Edward Rosenbulum, H. Levinson and later, Henry Refisch, were 
just some of the prominent Jewish businessmen who were actively 
involved in council, library and civic affairs in Ballarat East 
for many years.95
 
 
The opening ceremonies of the two libraries provide clear 
evidence of the differing attitudes to the symbolic importance of  
                         
94  W. Bate, op. cit., p. 178. 
95  Information contained in Ballarat Commercial Directory for 1857, op. cit;  Ballarat 
 Street Directory for 1862, op.cit; W. Bate, op. cit., p. 107, indicate that Chinese, French, 
 Germans, Scandinavians, Italians, Spaniards, British and Americans lived in Main 
 Road Ballarat East.  Bate estimates that one-third  (18 of 60) of businesses in Main 
Road  were owned by Jewish men at this time. 
 91
libraries in Ballarat in the 1860s. As previously noted, the  
BMIL opening took place before a huge crowd on a day that had 
been declared a public holiday.96 In contrast, the opening of the 
BEFL building by Cr Steinfeld on April Fools Day in 1862 was a 
much more subdued affair and it was not until the laying of the 
foundation stone of the extended Free Library building in 1867, 
that the Ballarat East Town Council celebrated in style. The 
occasion was a major coup for the councillors and library 
committee because they were able to persuade that prominent 
advocate of free libraries, Sir Redmond Barry, to play a leading 
role in the ceremony. Barry subsequently revisited the library on 
several occasions and became the patron of the BEFL. Galbally 
argues the Barry was remarkably generous with his time and 
patronage and whilst there is no evidence to explain why Barry 
accepted this honour, there is little doubt that it was to do 
with his support for libraries that struggled to provide liberal 
terms of public access. Regardless of the motive, Barry’s 
decision further enhanced the BEFL’s reputation throughout the 
colony.97
 
Why the delay in forming libraries? 
 
When referring to the formation of the City of Ballaarat, Bate 
claims that ‘no leap in the imagination seems to describe or 
explain the achievement of the migrant generation at Ballarat in 
the 1850s’.98 The city was well endowed with numerous cultural and 
financial advantages, including an abundance of private wealth, a 
solid population base, and an educated, politically astute group 
of men who introduced many aspects of British life to the 
goldfields.99 Under these circumstances the inability of the 
municipal councils to form a library in Ballarat until 1859 is 
quite unusual. It is also contrary to the situation in much 
smaller municipalities, shires and towns - such as Maldon, 
Kyneton, Beechworth or Castlemaine  -  where a public library was  
                         
96  Ballarat Star, 29 September 1860. 
97  R. McCallum, op. cit.,  p.15; A. Galbally, op. cit., p. 159. 
98  W. Bate, op. cit., p 145. 
99  W. Bate, Victorian Gold Rushes, McPhee Gribble, Melbourne, 1988, p 46. 
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formed before, or at the same time as, the municipality. 
(Appendix 1 and 6) 
 
This situation has not been adequately addressed because of the 
reluctance of Ballarat’s early residents to reminisce about any 
project - including the slow development of a public library - 
that did not reinforce the popular image of the dynamic pioneer. 
Furthermore, the all-consuming search for gold and the provision 
of a large number of cultural and educational amenities on the 
Ballarat goldfields suggests that the pioneering generation in 
Ballarat did not have the same urgent need for a Mechanics’ 
Institute or library as was the case in smaller, isolated 
communities throughout Victoria.100  
 
A number of publications released in Ballarat toward the end of 
the nineteenth century focus on the efforts of the pioneers, 
their British heritage and the legacy that they left in Ballarat. 
As a local resident and a journalist, W. B. Withers, was uniquely 
placed to record Ballarat’s history. In the first edition of  the 
History of Ballarat, he claimed that ‘this little History’ only 
touched on a few of the more prominent incidents and those 
citizens who were connected with the discovery of gold and 
establishment of the city of Ballarat. Withers was effusive in 
his praise of the early settlers whose achievements were 
‘demonstrations of our civilisation’ and who made the city one of 
the ‘foundation stones of the Empire’. Similarly, he was 
unstinting in his praise of the first generation of prospectors 
and merchants who created the ‘first and the richest’ city in 
Victoria.101 The 1887 revised edition102 is littered with the names 
and social status of those pioneers who later became prominent 
citizens and in his enthusiasm to predict a robust future for 
Ballarat, Withers urged his readers not to forget the 
achievements of the pioneers of the 1850s.103  
 
                         
100  G. Serle, op. cit., pp. 336-337. 
101  W. Withers, op. cit., p. 327. 
102  The revised  edition of Wither’s History of Ballarat was a marketing disaster and the 
 author was forced to sell copies at a heavily discounted price. The revised edition 
 included several long biographical entries, e.g. Henty Sutton and Appendix B 
 contained a description of the role of the leading mining speculators in Ballarat. 
103  W. Withers, op. cit., p. 328. 
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Several other local history monographs also placed considerable 
emphasis on the pioneering role of the gold seekers. In 1894, an 
American author, William Kimberly, published Ballarat and 
Vicinity, a lavish book that consisted of a series of 
commissioned chapters/essays on the development of Ballarat and 
included flattering pen portraits of the city’s leading citizens. 
Most were born in Britain and Kimberly suggests that their 
British heritage had a direct impact on their business acumen in 
Ballarat. As for the municipal councils, he briefly refers to 
their ‘petty jealousies’ and ‘belligerent stubbornness’ but 
concluded ‘it not for us to criticise, that is a matter for the 
taxpayers’.104 Another publication, Ballarat and District in 1901, 
placed a similar emphasis on those elderly residents who had 
strong roots in the pioneering past. Yet another local author 
Nathan Spielvogel - teacher, journalist, poet, short story writer 
and historian  -  based much of his research on personal 
interviews with early families and was unstinting in his praise 
of their energy and moral calibre.105 He too was reluctant to draw 
attention to any incident that did not add to Ballarat’s 
reputation. When Withers, Kimberly and to a lesser extent, 
Spielvogel, were recording Ballarat’s history, they were 
celebrating the efforts of a group of men whose British ancestry 
had dominated Ballarat in both the numerical and cultural sense. 
By the end of the nineteenth century their numerical supremacy 
had been challenged but not their cultural impact.106 They were 
not a group that was likely to reflect on lost opportunities or 
the destructive impact of municipal squabbles. 
 
 
Another impediment to the formation of a library in Ballarat was 
the pace and uncertainty of life on the goldfield. It is clear  
                         
104  W. Kimberly, op. cit., p. 14. 
105  P. Mansfield, ‘Nathan Spielvogel’,  Journal of the Australian Jewish Historical  Society, 
 vol. XII, part 3. 1994, pp. 485-518. 
106  The 1857 Census of Victoria shows that the number of colonists born in Britain was 
 155,576 or 65.7% of the colonial population. By 1881 the Census data  indicates that 
 colonists of British origin had increased to 282,849 but that this number represented 
 only 32.8% of the population of Victoria. Census of Victoria, 1881, General report with 
 summary, tables, diagrams and map. John Ferres, Government Printer, Melbourne, 
 1883, p. 224.    
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that the majority of Ballarat’s early gold seekers were 
preoccupied with the thrill of finding gold and the concerns 
associated with daily survival on the goldfields. An abundance of 
evidence in newspapers and monographs emphasises the disruptive 
effect of the gold discoveries such as the enormous wealth, the 
number of hotels, the age and sex disparity of the population, 
the crime rates and the mobility of the population.107 As a 
result, Ballarat East ‘was another world...prosperous, squalid 
and filthy’ and prone to wild behaviour.108 Pictorial evidence 
reinforces this process with goldfields artists including von 
Guerard, Gill and, to a lesser extent, Strutt highlighting the 
revelry of groups of anonymous miners in contrast to later 
portraits of named individuals and civic leaders. 
 
The overwhelming impression gained from published monographs, 
newspaper reports and contemporary artists is that the first 
generation of gold seekers was preoccupied by short-term economic 
factors including the relentless search for gold,109 constant 
problems associated with the rising water table, mining disputes 
and the attraction of hotels that never closed. Gold production 
per miner was continually falling in the 1850s110 and this 
economic uncertainty had an immediate impact on the merchants who 
supplied the miners with food, lodgings and equipment. Under 
these circumstances it can be assumed that the short-term needs 
of the community were more important than the development of a 
public library with its focus on the private study of classical 
literature and the long-term benefits of adult learning. This 
situation was not unique to Ballarat. The Dunolly goldfield was 
also notorious for its unpredictability which in turn affected 
its population. In 1856, the goldfield has a population of at 
least 25,000 but it was not until 1863 that an Institute library, 
consisting of one hundred and seven books, was formed. It was 
another decade before the Dunolly library had a permanent home.111
 
 
                         
107  W. Bate, op. cit., pp. 96-113. 
108  W. Jacobs, op. cit.  
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  The ‘Welcome Nugget’ was discovered in Ballarat East on 9 June 1858 by a syndicate 
 of  22 Cornishmen working round-the-closk shifts. The nugget was found at a depth of 
 60 metres below the surface at 7.30 pm at night. 
110  G. Serle, op. cit.,  p. 391. 
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The fear of violence and crime on the goldfields appears to have 
been a significant factor in the development of the urban centre. 
Leaving aside the events associated with the battle at Eureka, 
two well-known and conservative Victorian civic leaders, Bishop 
Perry and Sir Redmond Barry, made a number of statements on the 
prevalence of crime in the colonies in the early-1850s. Bishop 
Perry published an essay on the ‘Ballarat Gold Fields’ in 
November 1851 in which he predicted ‘frightful’ consequences 
because of the disruptive impact of gold discoveries which were 
likely to make the (undeserving) poor rich, and because gold 
discoveries were unrelated to effort. Perry also claimed that the 
lifestyle of the prospectors weakened domestic ties as thousands 
of men left their homes in search of riches and wild living. 
Similarly, Sir Redmond Barry argued that the sudden accumulation 
of personal wealth would create a society of unproductive, 
working-class men, and he expressed deep concerns about the 
barrenness of a society afflicted by gold fever and materialism.  
 
In his comparative analysis of the Victorian and Californian 
goldrushes in the 1850s, Goodman argues that conservative leaders 
in California and in Victoria were equally convinced that the 
discovery of gold would intensify the level of political 
instability. He also noted that the conservative elites believed 
that a remedy to the perceived evils of private wealth and 
political instability was the creation of public institutions to 
improve social conditions. Serle acknowledges the concerns about 
the level of criminal behaviour on the goldfields but argues that 
the fears held by civic leaders were often exaggerated for their 
own purposes. 112
 
 
Finally, an admixture of the heady excitement of hotels, sporting 
events, theatre and high quality newspapers may provide another 
explanation for the relatively slow development of a public  
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library in Ballarat in the 1850s. When analysing the formation of 
libraries in Victoria between 1850-1888, Healy argues that 
demands for a meeting place and opportunities to share community 
information were the primary factors in the establishment of 
scores of Mechanics’ Institutes. Healy supports this argument 
with evidence pertaining to numerous isolated communities such as 
Port Fairy, Kyneton and Bacchus Marsh.113 In these small 
townships, the Institute building was used by numerous groups, 
the town council and often, by churches. 
 
In Ballarat, the gold seekers had a series of immediate needs 
including an insatiable demand for news from ‘Home’, mining 
intelligence and business news but in comparison with other 
centres, these needs were being met quite well in Ballarat. The 
existence of a daily newspaper and the tendency for ethnic 
communities to work together suggests that the need for one, 
central meeting place was not such a crucial factor in Ballarat. 
With the Irish on the Eureka Lead, Jewish merchants in Ballarat 
East, the Cornish in Mt Pleasant and Redan, and the Welsh in 
Sebastopol, Ballarat’s huge population was already taking steps 
to meet community, cultural and social needs at a ‘suburban’ 
level. 
 
The gold discoveries temporarily created chaos for the churches 
because of the serious imbalance between the number of residents 
and the small number of clergymen but, by the late-1850s, the 
churches had made up ground as more clergymen were assigned to 
the goldfields and a greater percentage of artisan and middle- 
class migrants arrived. For example, an influx of ‘pious, 
hardworking and law abiding Cornish settlers’ to the goldfields 
led to the establishment of several Methodist churches in 
Ballarat. The Anglicans eventually formed six churches in 
Ballarat, the Primitive Methodists built four, the Wesleyans 
eleven, the Scottish Presbyterians three, the Bible Christians 
four and the Hebrews one.114 Leaving aside the religious 
convictions of the colonists, Ballarat churches provided a busy  
                         
113  S. Healy, op. cit.,  p. 100. 
114  G. Serle, op. cit., p. 336: R. Hopkins, Cousin Jack, Man for the Times, R. Hopkins Pub. 
 Bendigo, 1994, pp. 190-195.  
 97
social calendar which included debates, public speaking 
competitions, choirs, and bands for those pioneers who sought 
pastoral care and passive recreation. The formation of numerous 
sporting and cultural clubs also suggests that goldfield 
residents were capable of organising their own leisure in the 
1850s.115
 
Sir Redmond Barry may have been an opponent of ‘public houses, 
singing-halls and dancing salons’,116 but the fact remained that 
all were in abundance in Ballarat in the 1850s. In addition to 
its thirty hotels, Ballarat East’s Main Road housed several very 
large theatres which presented slapstick, melodrama, 
Shakespearean and Greek tragedy on a nightly basis to hundreds, 
possibly thousands, of miners. In 1858 the Ballarat Star reported 
that ‘the young men of Ballarat have been satiated’ with the wild 
entertainment ‘provided at the Charlie Napier theatre and the 
free concerts on the Main Road’. Similarly, the Vagabond Papers 
referred to ‘the excessive cultivation of the bodily powers to 
the neglect of the mental’ on the goldfields in the 1850-60s.117 
While the heyday of the Main Road theatres only extended from 
1855-1859,118 it is significant that this was the same period when 
a number of unsuccessful attempts were made to form a public 
library on the Ballarat goldfield. 
 
Conclusion 
 
A combination of factors, which included the wealth of the 
prospectors, the population density, the successful operation of 
theatres and hotels, the delivery of pastoral care by churches 
and numerous sporting events demonstrates that by the late-1850s 
Ballarat had a nucleus of men capable of organising social and 
cultural activities for their fellow colonists. In a cumulative 
sense, these factors provide a possible explanation for the 
relatively slow development of a public library in Ballarat. The 
first generation of gold seekers who remained in Ballarat and  
                         
115  W. Withers, op. cit., p. 302. 
116  R. McCallum, op. cit.,  p. 18. 
117
  Vagabond Papers, George Robertson, Melbourne, 1877, p. 207. 
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reminisced about life in the 1850s were collectively saying that 
they did not have an urgent need for a library because, at that 
time, their minds and energies were fully occupied with a range 
of other issues. Later, some of these pioneers became keen 
supporters of libraries and, once  motivated, they took great 
pride in the rapid growth of the Ballarat East Free Library and 
the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library. But, as a group in the 
mid-1850s, they were too busy to become involved in addressing an 
issue that had become bogged down in municipal rivalry or in 
debating the merits of a ‘central, satellitic library’ on the 
goldfields.119 By the mid-1870s, they were also too busy planning 
a confident future to be reminiscing about the difficult birth of 
libraries in Ballarat in the 1850s.  
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     Chapter 4 
 
Expanding Public Access: The Development of Libraries in Ballarat 
in the 1870s 
 
This chapter analyses the continuing development of the Ballarat 
East Free Library and the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute library 
and identifies the circumstances that led to the formation of the 
City of Ballaarat Free Library and Reading Room in 1878. The 
decision to form a third library in a city that already boasted 
two of the largest and most competitive libraries in the 
Australian colonies had major ramifications for all three 
committees. It is argued that a chasm existed between the goals 
of each committee and the expectations of their patrons, that 
there were a number of weaknesses in the committee structure and 
acquisitions policy of each library and, finally, it is argued 
that the decision to form another library invariably  resulted in 
all three library committees competing for patronage and 
financial support in an environment in which community support 
for libraries had already begun to wane.  
 
Ballarat East Free Library in the 1860-70s
 
When Sir Redmond Barry attended an official function at the 
Ballarat East Free Library in 1867 he claimed that the library 
service would provide ‘a springboard to knowledge which would 
allow the working classes to mix freely with the upper classes’.1 
Two years later Barry returned to open another extension to the 
building and again used the opportunity to lecture the local 
dignitaries on the virtues of free libraries when he said, 
 
...it is to me a source of unmixed pleasure, the enjoyment 
of which will not be limited to the fleeting hour, to have 
been honoured with an invitation to assist at the opening 
of your Free Public Library...To see your enterprising 
labours brought to completion...in a style which 
contributes so satisfactorily to the architectural  
                         
1  Ballarat Star, 22 February 1867. 
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embellishment of your town, to be received in a chamber so 
spacious, so commodious, so well stored with so many books, 
chosen with such creditable discrimination is gratifying to 
me in the extreme...2. 
 
In his usual didactic manner, Barry made reference to the liberal 
terms of access to certain Victorian libraries which was regarded 
with ‘astonishment and envy’ in the northern hemisphere.3 Barry’s 
address was reported at length and the committee was so pleased 
with his remarks that it printed three hundred copies of his 
speech for local distribution.4 (His criticism of Mechanics’ 
Institutes must have galled those members of the BMIL who were 
seated in the audience.)  
 
After the euphoria of the opening ceremony, the committee focused 
on a number of mundane issues affecting the management of the 
library, such as building construction matters, ever-increasing 
overdrafts and requests for larger government subsidies.5 By the 
mid-1870s the Town Council, acting on behalf of the Library 
committee had borrowed sufficient funds to enlarge the building 
but the plans were temporarily thrown into chaos when the Mining 
Inspector reported that ‘it was positively dangerous to build the 
extension because the site was undermined’. Undeterred, within a 
month the committee had the plans redrawn, the costings reworked 
and a new contract signed for the library extensions that were 
subsequently opened by the Chief Secretary in 1878.6
 
Throughout the 1870s, the book collection of the BEFL grew 
rapidly - from 6,000 volumes in 1870 to 10,000 in 1880 - making 
it one of the largest libraries in Australia.7 Limited budget 
outlays on new books (Appendix 3) suggest that, like its 
counterpart, the Mechanics’ Institute, the free library was  
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heavily dependent on donations and secondhand books, newspapers 
and journals, although this is not mentioned in the minutes of 
committee meetings. A full list of newspaper and journal 
subscriptions was published in the Ballarat Courier on 7 February 
1877 as a means of attracting greater patronage to the library.  
 
The committee continued to play an active role in the promotion 
of the library and was prepared to challenge any suggestion that 
the library was failing to meet the needs of its residents - 
unlike the management committees of British libraries in the 
latter half of the nineteenth century, which were said to be 
reluctant to promote their libraries because such a policy would 
increase municipal rates.8 In February 1877 the committee of the 
BEFL was advised that several Ballarat residents had recently 
visited the ‘so-called free library in the Town Hall at Prahran’ 
and claimed it to be ‘superior’ to the Ballarat East Free 
Library. The BEFL committee was highly offended by this claim 
because the Prahran library contained only 5,000 books and an 
annual attendance of 32,000. By comparison, the BEFL ‘was housed 
in one of the handsomest structures in Victoria’ with a bookstock 
of 10,000 and an attendance level of more than 100,000 per annum. 
The local committee declared that its library was superior in 
every way and ‘after a protracted expression of contempt...’ for 
the suggestion made by the anonymous critics, the committee moved 
on to other matters.9  
 
The library committee also found itself drawn into other debates 
about the delivery of library services to local residents. 
Allegations that certain residents of the western municipality 
used the BEFL caused its committee great consternation. On 1 
March 1870 the Town Clerk wrote to the Mayor of the City of 
Ballaarat claiming that many residents from the west were using 
‘his’ library. Financial compensation was sought and he 
‘cherished the hope’ that the City Council would assist in 
reducing the BEFL’s debts.10 In 1877 the Ballarat East Town  
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Council even offered to open a branch library in the larger City 
of Ballaarat11 but this, possibly facetious, offer was declined.  
 
A proposal to open the Ballarat East Free Library’s reading room 
on Sundays was discussed on only one occasion. (The debates about 
Sunday opening referred to passive reading in the library, not 
the provision of any book borrowing facilities.) In February 
1870, the Town Clerk recommended that the library open on Sunday 
afternoons as this would help the poorer classes improve their 
minds but he was ‘howled down’ on the basis that ‘no worthy 
member of society would go to the library instead of church’. 
Several committee men threatened to resign over the issue,12 and 
as a result, the question of Sunday opening at the Free Library 
was permanently settled. When the same issue was discussed at the 
Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library the opposite result 
occurred following a vote of members. One hundred and thirty-
seven members defeated one hundred and four members in  April 
1878, and the BMI opened its reading room on Sundays but by 
August of the same year the experiment was abandoned because of 
low attendances and the costs of staffing the Reading Room.13  
 
Elsewhere, there are reports of library committees vigorously 
debating the question of Sunday opening. In Ararat the matter was 
raised unsuccessfully on at least four occasions and resulted in 
a number of public meetings, allegations of un-Christian 
behaviour, meeting stacking, irregular voting practices, threats 
of resignation, lengthy editorials and a considerable amount of 
ill-feeling.14 A similar chain of events occurred in Castlemaine 
in 1877, and in Goulburn in 1880 the matter was hotly debated by 
the Reverend Tait, a Presbyterian minister, who opposed the views 
of Reverend Hulbert, who was described as ‘an original freelance 
thinker’. In this instance the library opened for a few months 
but then closed on the basis of staff costs.15 Throughout  
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  Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library, Minute Book, 29 August 1878 
14  Ararat Advertiser, 2 November 1860, 3 November 1863, 13 November 1863,  
 2 February 1875, 2 November 1877. 
15
  Goulburn Herald, 24 July 1880. 
 103
Victoria, sporadic debates about Sunday opening of libraries and 
museums were a divisive issue for the remainder of the nineteenth 
century with numerous organisations such as the ‘Lord’s Day 
Observance Society’ opposing all forms of community activity on 
Sundays.16  
 
The construction of an impressive new building and the rapid 
accumulation of an extensive book and newspaper collection did 
not generate increased membership or income and the minute books 
highlight the problems that besieged the BEFL committee 
throughout the 1870s-80s. The new building attracted up to 300 
casual visitors per day, but few were subscribers and as a result 
the committee continued to rely on grants and fundraising 
activities to finance the purchase of more stock and to offset 
the normal costs associated with heating and lighting the 
building. Appendix 3 shows that the BEFL’s debt repayment and 
building maintenance costs had increased from 3% to 21% of total 
expenditure by the 1880s. Conversely, revenue from subscriptions 
fell from 18% to 12% of total income over the same period. The 
major fundraising activity was the annual Easter Fair, Art Union 
raffles and lectures that entertained rather educated the 
public.17  
 
In spite of the improved facilities and the growing collections, 
the number of financial members of the BEFL remained very low. On 
12 February 1877 it was reported that only 200 people 
‘contributed to the support of the institution’, and on 1 March 
1877 the surnames of thirty subscribers who had recently renewed 
their membership was published in the classified columns of the 
newspaper.18 As municipal directories were published in 1875 and 
1882 it is possible to locate twenty-seven of these names. This 
sample of renewing subscribers clearly shows that they were 
predominantly small-business men. Furthermore it can be assumed 
that their primary purpose in joining was to borrow books, 
because all residents were free to read the newspapers without  
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formally joining the library. There is no evidence to support 
earlier claims that any Ballarat West residents were using the 
BEFL without making a financial contribution to its operation. 
 
During the building phase between 1867-77, the BEFL had managed 
to attract substantial government grants totalling 1,546 pounds 
and the Town Council had contributed the same amount. In February 
1877, it was reported that the Victorian government intended to 
reduce its annual book grant to libraries and in a spirit of co-
operation brought on by desperation, the BEFL organised a 
deputation, consisting of members of both Ballarat libraries, to 
travel to Melbourne to wait on the Chief Secretary and argue 
their case.19 On this occasion, the delegation was successful in 
preventing the government from carrying out its plan and even 
managed to have the books grant increased one year, but the 
financial plight of the Ballarat East Free Library worsened from 
the mid-1870s because of the difficulties in securing government 
and council funding to meet recurrent costs.  
 
The minute books of the BEFL indicate that the government grant 
to this library averaged 200 pounds per annum between 1868-1876, 
whereas in the next decade, it averaged only 150 pounds per 
annum.
20
 By the end of the 1870s, the Town Council also reduced 
its annual grant21 and the library committee was forced to dismiss 
staff and close the library in the evenings to reduce heating and 
lighting costs. 
 
Rather ironically, the death of Sir Redmond Barry, the BEFL’s 
patron, highlighted the financial plight of the Free Library. 
Following his death on 23 November 1880, the committee received a 
letter advising that a Melbourne committee sought five or ten 
pound donations for a bust or memorial to suitably commemorate 
Barry’s life and contribution to the colony. The Ballarat East 
Free Library was so short of cash that it was obliged to ‘decline  
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the offer’ to contribute to this worthwhile project and resolved 
that ‘consideration of the matter be postponed’.22
 
Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library in the 1860-70s
 
In many ways the situation facing the committee of the Ballarat 
Mechanics’ Institute library was remarkably similar to that 
confronting the Ballarat East Free Library. The construction of a 
permanent building to house the BMIL had always been a high 
priority since the foundation stone of the three-storey Institute 
building had been laid. Subsequent annual reports indicate that 
the construction of this highly ornate building transformed the 
Institute’s credit balance into a debt of 7000 pounds to local 
banks.23 Although Ballarat was affected by economic booms and 
slumps throughout this period, the city did enjoy several 
advantages including a virtual rebuilding of the commercial 
district as timber buildings were replaced by impressive brick 
and stone buildings. The western municipality also benefited from 
economies of scale, the activities of local merchants who 
supplied a growing hinterland and the increased wealth of so many 
local residents.24 Under these circumstance, the BMIL appears to 
have experienced few difficulties in obtaining loans for building 
renovations.  
 
Throughout the 1870s, the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute was well 
patronised and the building became a popular venue for dozens of 
public meetings including the annual meeting of the Church of 
England synod, political rallies, minstrel nights and glees. In 
May 1877 an attempt was made to book the Institute’s hall for a 
boxing match but the committee resolved that under no 
circumstance would this proposal be accepted because ‘the mere 
suggestion that the hall be used for a pugilistic exhibition is 
an insult to the whole community’.25  
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The major problem facing the BMIL was not funding or support by 
its members, rather its major handicap was the persistent claim 
that it was an elitist organisation that obtained funds from the 
colonial government but discriminated against working-class men 
and women in terms of casual access to the library, the reading 
room and the newspaper collection. Reports of an on-going dispute 
between the BMIL committee and the Chief Secretary’s department 
over this issue became a regular occurrence from the mid-1870s. 
 
The membership fee was usually cited as the primary form of 
discrimination, but this claim must be treated with caution 
because both the Mechanics’ Institute and ‘the so-called free 
library were charging subscriptions and fees unblushingly’.26  The 
following table indicates the membership categories of the 
Institute in 1873-74. 
 
Table 2. Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute - Membership in 1873-7427
Life members males   107 
 females         1 
Subscribing members males        430 
 females - Mrs    76 
 females - Miss    39 
 juniors - male    51 
 juniors - female         4 
 --------------------------- 
     708 
 
The life members represent a high proportion of the total and the 
list includes several members of parliament, John Winter, 
generally regarded as Ballarat’s first millionaire, and other 
wealthy pastoralists including the Learmonths and Wilsons. As for 
the subscribing members, these were usually local businessmen and 
public officials. A large percentage consisted of self-employed 
men including printers, publicans, a maltster, tinsmith, draper, 
carpenter, galvanist, auctioneer, booksellers and several boot 
manufacturers. These men probably joined the Institute because 
they were self-improvers and enjoyed the company of their peers. 
Another prominent group of members consisted of ministers of  
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religion and school teachers who often enrolled their wives and 
children as well.28
 
The number of registered members of the Institute was almost five 
times greater than that of the Ballarat East Free Library,29 
although, the membership records of the BMIL provide conflicting 
information because of the difficulty of separating members of 
the Mechanics’ Institute only from those who were also members of 
the library. In May 1876 there were 1,095 members of the 
Mechanics’ Institute and the committee was ‘much embarrassed’ by 
the popularity of its library. A year later, total membership of 
the Institute increased to 1,592 members but by May 1880 it had 
fallen slightly to 1,481 members.30 However the 1877 annual 
meeting of the BMIL committee was informed that ‘the efforts of 
the [library] collector could not extend much over 100 pounds in 
the year’, which suggests that scarcely 200 people [1.0%] of a 
municipal population of 22,000 had renewed their library 
subscription. One committee member recommended that the 
Mechanics’ Institute library become a Free Library to attract 
more members and increase its chance of receiving more government 
grants, but this recommendation was defeated.31 Ballarat 
historians have drawn differing conclusions about the membership 
levels and the degree of accessibility to the Ballarat Mechanics’ 
Institute. Bate argues that the Institute’s membership  was 
‘mildly intellectual’ but could not be described as ‘exclusive’.32 
Conversely McCallum claims that the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute 
‘paid obsessive attention to the discouragement of the [general] 
public which was nothing short of hypocrisy’.33  
 
An analysis of the minute books of both Ballarat libraries in the 
1870s indicates that the committees remained adamant that they 
were meeting the needs of their community. The BEFL committee 
made specific reference to the 100,000 visitors who used its  
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 108
library each year, while the men in charge of the BMIL referred 
to its extensive range of facilities including the lecture 
program, debates and the reading room. In spite of these 
protestations, there were complaints by the public about the 
allegedly stultifying rules, the too-serious nature of the book 
collections and the high cost of an annual subscription to either 
library. For their part, both library committees became 
increasingly frustrated with their inability to attract more 
subscribers to two of the best libraries in the colony.  
 
Ballarat’s long-term prosperity 
 
The period between 1865 and 1880 was one of long-term prosperity 
in which vast personal fortunes were made, and occasionally lost. 
Whilst the city became an ‘exporter’ of management, mining and 
machinery to other goldfields, it also benefited from rapid 
growth in local agriculture and forestry. A distinctive 
characteristic of the City of Ballaarat was the tendency for 
local businessmen to plough back their profits into the City. 
Local residents were understandably proud of themselves when the 
famous author, Anthony Trollope, visited Ballarat in 1871 and 
declared it to be the most impressive city in Australia.34  
 
This was also the period in which Ballarat’s civic pride was 
approaching its zenith and some of its finest buildings were 
constructed. In Sturt Street, Ballaarat, two rival drapers, David 
Jones and L.S. Christie had ‘the most impressive shops in the 
whole colony’ in the 1860s and Mitchell’s building was 
constructed between 1869-71 at a cost 10,000 pounds. The 
Ballaarat City Council was an active participant in this building 
program and realised most of its own priorities including the 
further expansion of the town hall.35 Similarly, the Ballarat East 
 civic precinct had developed as a result of the 
construction of several remarkable buildings including the 
Synagogue (1861), Railway Station (1864) and Fire Station Tower  
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(1864), all of which preceded the opening of its highly ornate 
polychrome  brick Ballarat East Public Library in 1867. 
 
One way of demonstrating the magnitude of personal wealth in 
Ballarat at this time is to briefly refer to the protagonists in 
Ballarat’s infamous ‘Egerton Mining Dispute.36 In 1873, the 
Learmonth family (previously referred to as life patrons of the 
Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute) decided to leave the colony for 
their baronial home in Scotland and sold their pastoral property, 
‘Ercildoun’ for an Australian record price of 236,000 pounds and 
their goldmine at Mt Egerton for 7,000 pounds.37 The purchasers of 
the mine, who had beaten the price down from 50,000 pounds, 
included Martin Loughlin, son of an Irish baker, William Bailey, 
the mine manager, and James Williamson, who had commenced work as 
a bank clerk and had risen to the position of bank manager in 
Ballarat. Within days of the sale, the consortium reported huge 
gold finds which resulted in a 30,000 pound windfall to Bailey 
alone within one year. (The mine eventually produced 320,000 
pounds in dividends.) Not surprisingly, the sale was disputed and 
all parties were sufficiently wealthy to endure two lengthy court 
cases in Melbourne before agreeing to meet in England’s Privy 
Court.38 After an out-of-court settlement in favour of the local 
consortium, these men, who were representative of a much larger 
group of wealthy residents, continued to spend on a lavish scale. 
Bailey built a mansion that cost more than the Town Hall, 
Loughlin lost 100,000 in the bank crash of the 1890’s but still 
died a very wealthy man, and Williamson continued to speculate in 
land and other, possibly nefarious, activities in Melbourne.39 
Apart from their involvement in this one mining dispute, all the 
protagonists, and most of their peers, were members of the 
Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute although there is no evidence to 
suggest that they were library patrons. They were the type of men 
who joined the Institute for its cultural surroundings and the 
companionship of men of action, not its literary treasures.  
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Furthermore it is argued that whilst they were often generous 
public benefactors, they also awarded themselves certain 
privileges including the club-like atmosphere of the Mechanics’ 
Institute. 
 
Pressure on the City of Ballaarat to establish a library 
 
As early as 1875 the Mayor of Ballaarat had cautioned that 
various organisations, including the City Council itself, had 
‘accumulated huge debts in prosperous years without making any 
provision for their liquidation’. Subsequent mayoral reports 
referred to the Council’s efforts to reduce its debts, but the 
magnitude of the Town Hall project, which now exceeded 17,000 
pounds, left the Council open to criticism that the absence of a 
public library was a glaring omission in the city. 
 
By January 1877, the Institute had reduced its debt from 7000 
pounds to 1200 pounds by means of donations and a series of art 
union raffles40 but the library committee was unable to counter 
those critics who claimed that the Institute discouraged public 
usage. As recently as October 1876, the committee had voted not 
to open a free reading room41 but, as a compromise, it agreed that 
Marcus Clarke, author and secretary at the Melbourne Public 
Library, be invited to examine the collection and make 
recommendations that would lead to an increase in patronage of 
the library. This proposal was regarded as a workable compromise 
to the twin problems of the Institute’s debt and the absence of a 
public library in the City of Ballaarat. The committee agreed to 
invite Clarke to inspect the collection but, after a number of 
spirited committee meetings, rejected any proposal to ‘throw 
open’ the library to the general public.42
 
Like its counterpart in Ballarat East, the City Council was 
gradually reducing its involvement in the daily operation of the 
Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute library, although, in this 
instance, the diminution in support was not financial, rather it  
                         
40  Ballarat Courier, 9 January 1877. 
41
  Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library, Minute Book, October 1876. 
42  ibid., 12 December 1876, 12 February 1877. 
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was more in terms of moral support and goodwill. In 1865, the 
president of the Mechanics’ Institute and the two vice-presidents 
were also City councillors but by 1869 this level of involvement 
had decreased to only one council representative (Cr Lewis). 
Three of the Institute’s trustees (Messrs Caselli, Stewart and 
Lewis) had recently retired from the City Council and Learmonth 
had left the colony. Thus while a majority on Council may have 
agreed that the ‘more intelligent citizens looked to the 
Mechanics’ Institute for books, billiards and companionship’, by 
the 1870s their loyalty to the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute and 
its library had already begun to wane.43  
 
In 1877 the City Council was subjected to intense pressure by an 
influential group of Ballarat West citizens who put forward a 
two-pronged argument. They recommended that the City Council take 
control of the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute library (not the 
Institute itself) as a means of guaranteeing the receipt of more 
government grants and of increasing public accessibility to the 
huge book and journal collections. Alternatively, they argued 
that that if the Council was unwilling to assume control of the 
Mechanics’ Institute library then it should establish its own 
free library. After a number of City Council meetings in 
February-March 1877 at which the question of forming a new 
library was debated at length, the Council made a formal 
application for a part of a crown land grant - then occupied by 
the old Mining Board and Academy of Art building - as the site 
for a new public library. Cr Lewis was both a Life member and 
committee member of the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute and, not 
surprisingly, opposed the motion on the grounds that the 
Mechanics’ Institute had already spent in excess of 14,000 pounds 
on library services and that the proposed building was ‘no more 
fit for a library than a dog kennel’. After much discussion, and 
on the casting vote of the mayor, it was agreed to form a sub-
committee to investigate the matter.44 In contrast to the cautious 
views of the Star and its senior journalist W.B. Withers, the 
editor of the Ballarat Courier supported the  
                         
43  W. Withers, op. cit., pp. 286-7; Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library, Minute Book, 
 March 1881; W. Jacobs, op. cit., p. 48. 
44  Ballarat Star, 6 February 1877. 
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proposal to assume control of the Mechanics’ Institute library, 
arguing that it would be a relatively cheap option to continue to 
provide the Institute with a subsidy on the condition that its 
library was,  
 
...thrown open as a free Library. We have no doubt that an 
offer of this kind being accepted, seeing that the 
Mechanics’ Institute is only getting deeper and deeper into 
debt every month.45  
 
The editor also stated that if the Mechanics’ Institute did not 
agree to this proposal then it was his duty to recommend that the 
colonial government,  
 
...withdraw all assistance toward the purchase of books and 
to insist upon the building becoming a Mechanics’ Institute 
in fact, not only in name, as was manifestly the intention 
of the government when the land was granted and the money 
was originally voted towards the erection of the building.46   
 
This was damning criticism of a prominent organisation that had 
been a focal point in the city for almost twenty years. Not 
surprisingly the Mechanics’ Institute committee immediately 
rejected this proposal by a nine to two vote.47   
 
Newspaper reports of the possible formation of another library in 
Ballarat focused renewed attention on the operations of the 
Mechanics’ Institute and its library and a number of negative 
reports about the BMIL library were published in the Ballarat 
Courier. For example, it was reported that of the Institute’s 
annual budget of 640 pounds, the sum of 100 pounds was allocated 
to entertainment, 450 pounds to salaries and only 150 pounds to 
the purchase of books and English newspapers. There were several 
articles about the Institute’s debt48 and these were followed by a  
                         
45  Ballarat Courier, 5 February 1877. 
46  ibid. 
47  Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute, Minute Book, 12 February 1877. 
48  Ballarat Courier, 12 February 1877. 
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spate of reports about book thefts from the library which may 
have been published to add weight to claims that the Institute 
was inefficient or poorly managed.49 Conversely, the Institute’s 
minute books continued to emphasise the breadth of the 11,000-
volume collection, the popularity of the library, and its 
capacity to raise local revenue and attract government 
subsidies.50
 
To add to the pressure, a petition (dated November 1877) 
protesting the Institute’s restricted terms of public access was 
signed by 251 men seeking to establish a library in the City of 
Ballaarat. The ‘memorialists’ who signed the petition claimed 
that ‘the want of a Free Library where the industrial classes can 
pass their leisure hours for intellectual improvement has long 
been felt’ and alluded to the success of the Ballarat East Free 
Library in attracting casual working-class readers. The 
signatories included moulders, newsagents and several 
stockbrokers, and significantly, a large number of new 
residents.51 A highly influential committee of Ballarat residents 
was formed and included the Honourable, Colonel William Collard 
Smith MLA, a city councillor and former mayor, commission agent, 
investor and politician, Edmund Swifte, a mining speculator with 
an unsullied reputation, J.W. Graham, a legal mining manager, and 
James Vallins, the City’s rate valuer.52  
 
W. C. Smith (1830-1894) held a number of influential positions in 
Ballarat and in the colonial parliament. He was a wealthy land 
agent and a city councillor for almost thirty years, and, in the 
parliament, instrumental in the formulation of the 1873 and 1885  
                         
49  Lost books: The Ballarat Courier (22 May 1877) reported that book losses and 
 vandalism were a problem at the Institute and I can only speculate whether this 
 information was published to add weight to the City’s argument that the library was 
 inefficient. It was reported that various newspapers had been mutilated by people 
 cutting out pages and the theft of valuable titles including Johnston’s Natural Atlas, 
 Carpenter’s Dictionary of Synonyms, Loudon’s Encyclopaedia of Plants, Barton’s 
 Poets and Prose writers of NSW, Mayhes’s Dogs and their management and 
 Highton’s Electric Telegraph. 
50  Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute, Minute Book, 11 May 1877. 
51
  Only 30% of the signatories were listed in Niven’s Directory for the City of Ballaarat, 
 Ballarat East and Sebastopol published two years earlier in 1875. 
52  R. McCallum, op. cit., p. 20; Petition to ‘The Worshipful, the Mayor and Councillors 
 of the City of Ballaarat’, 11 November 1877. 
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Factory Acts. Smith appears to have been opposed to the 
management practices of the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute library 
and hence his support for a new library. At the time of his 
involvement with the fledgling City of Ballaarat Free Library, 
W.C. Smith was the Minister for Mines and Public Construction 
(1877-1880) and later Minister for Education (1880-1881) but his 
political influence waned before he could achieve any major 
concessions for this library.53
 
In addition to seeking a site for the new library, the other 
objective of the committee was to redirect the colonial 
government’s 200-pound annual subsidy away from the Ballarat 
Mechanics’ Institute to themselves. The committee noted that the 
government threatened to withhold subsidies from those Institutes 
that restricted public access and feared that under these 
circumstances the grant would be lost from the Ballarat 
Mechanics’ Institute. The case against the Institute seemed 
watertight but the City Council belatedly expressed a reluctance 
to become involved in any dispute with the BMIL committee, and 
the plan to assume control of the library was abandoned. 
 
Thus while the Ballaarat City Council agreed to give the new 
library committee ‘favourable encouragement’, it resolved that it 
was incumbent on the committee itself to take the initiative to 
form another library. Accordingly, an appeal for books resulted 
in a core collection of 1000 items and the committee adopted a 
set of rules that were virtually a copy of the Ballarat East Free 
Library’s. In addition, the committee convinced the Council to 
rezone certain land, with the result that the new public library 
was situated only one hundred metres from the Ballarat Mechanics’ 
Institute library. The humble library opened in 1878 with a 
minuscule collection, a voluntary librarian and no speeches or 
fanfare. This committee played no part in the parochial disputes 
between the rival Institute and Free library committees in 
Ballarat and the more serious disputes between all colonial 
libraries and the Chief Secretary’s department between 1876, when 
the BEFL attempted to persuade the government to withhold funds  
                         
53
  Ballarat Courier, 22, 24 October 1894. 
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from Mechanics’ Institutes, and 1886, when the government finally 
enforced its own policies with regard to this contentious matter.  
 
The on-going development of libraries in the colony. 
 
The impetus to form another library in Ballarat was taking place 
in an environment that was quite different to that in which the 
Mechanics’ Institute Library and the Free Library were 
established in  the late-1850s. The days had gone when a colonial 
government would provide a grant of 500 pounds to almost any 
committee of local volunteers or to a fledgling municipal 
council, but throughout the 1870s and early-1880s there were 
still a number of factors that favoured the development of public 
libraries. These ranged from the increasing population in 
Victoria to the increased amount of money dispersed by the Chief 
Secretary’s department. Unfortunately, these factors were such 
that neither the Ballarat East Free Library nor the Ballarat 
Mechanics’ Institute library were the beneficiaries. 
 
Ballarat’s population was remarkably stable in this period, but 
on a colonial basis, Victoria’s population more than doubled 
between 1860-1899 from 537,847 to 1,163,000 residents, the male 
and female ratios equalised, there was a large number of people 
in the 15-45 years age group, and by the 1880s the colony’s adult 
literacy rate had reached approximately 70%.54 Statistical reports 
in Victorian Year-Books suggest that there was a large reading 
public in the colony and this is supported by the fact that the 
number of visits to colonial libraries increased from nearly 
1,000,000 visits per annum in 1873 to 2,500,000 in 1877.55  
 
The government remained relatively generous in terms of the total 
grant allocations to colonial libraries and its assistance in the 
formation of new libraries but this trend did not assist either 
the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library or the Ballarat East  
                         
54  Victorian Year-Books, 1875-1899; G. Blainey, ‘The History of Leisure in Australia: in 
 the late Colonial Era’, The Victorian Historical Journal, vol. 49, no. 1, 1978, pp. 7-
 22; L. Kwasitsu, ‘The Availability and Use of books in Libraries in Nineteenth-
 Century Bendigo, Australia’, Libraries and Culture, vol. 27, no. 2, 1992, pp. 143-
 176. 
55  Victorian Year-Books, 1873-1877. 
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Free Library committee because the allocation of annual grants 
was biased in favour of new library construction and provided 
less support for the maintenance of existing libraries. Secondly, 
the government proved unwilling to reduce its annual grants to 
those Institutes that refused to provide adequate public access. 
Thirdly, the total value of book grants was not increasing even 
though there were more applicants, which meant that ceilings were 
imposed on the value of grants allocated to individual libraries. 
Finally, the government demanded greater accountability from 
library committees but it seldom penalised breaches by Mechanics’ 
Institutes. 
 
Total government grants to libraries for building construction 
and maintenance and for book purchases increased throughout the 
1880s as shown by reports in Victorian Year-Books and as shown in 
Table 2 below.  
 
Table 2. Victorian Government grants to Public Libraries  
    1880-189056
 
  1880  7,128 pounds 
  1883  9,525    “ 
  1886      15,845    “ 
  1890      20,000    “  
 
Based on reports in Year-Books between 1860-1899, it is estimated 
that total government spending on libraries exceeded 300,000 
pounds in that period (Appendix 2), and that the number of 
colonial libraries increased from ninety-four in 1875 to one 
hundred and forty-seven in 1883.  
 
New Institute libraries were formed throughout the colony 
including the Ballarat ‘suburbs’ of Sebastopol and Buninyong and 
a number of outlying goldfield townships, suggesting that the 
well-publicised problems confronting the Ballarat libraries had 
not discouraged local committees from forming a library. The 
Sebastopol Mechanics’ Institute was formed in 1864 when sixteen  
                         
56
  ibid., 1880-1890. 
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benefactors donated a total of 300 pounds towards the 
construction of a two-storey brick building.57 This library was 
soon criticised by residents because of its meagre collection, 
limited opening hours and even the offensive smell of the 
building. Five kilometres away, the Buninyong Mechanics’ 
Institute library soon passed through its halcyon growth period 
and was heavily dependant on government grants for its survival.58 
In another small township of only nine hundred residents, the 
population of Carngham enjoyed the benefits of a Mechanics’ 
Institute and library when forty residents agreed to pay a fee of 
only ten shillings per annum.59 However the combination of a low 
population base and low membership fee had a deleterious impact 
on collection development of these libraries. For example, 
another district library, operated by the Scarsdale Mechanics’ 
Institute acquired an average of only one book per week in its 
first decade of operation. In 1874, the Institute’s budget was 
seventy-eight pounds per annum of which twenty-eight pounds was 
spent on firewood for heating and ten pounds on the purchase of 
newspapers. After a decade of operation, the library had only 
accumulated seven hundred, mostly donated, volumes.60
 
As early as 1876 the Chief Secretary stated that funds would be 
withheld from any library that did not provide free access to its 
reading room but in spite of this directive, the Ballarat 
Mechanics’ Institute library resolved not to change its rules61 
and continued to receive grants even though it was not a bona 
fide free library as stipulated in the Government Gazette. This 
determination and the government’s inability to enforce its own 
policy provides a clear indication of the power exercised by 
Mechanics’ Institutes and their committees.  
 
The competition for government funding was further exacerbated by 
the creation of new libraries that were neither free or Institute  
                         
57  Ballarat Courier, 1 May 1864. 
58  Ballarat Star, 3 February 1883, 28 February 1883. 
59
  ibid., 10 June 1864. 
60
  Ballarat Courier, 24 May 1880. The Scarsdale Mechanics’ Institute building is now 
 preserved as part of  the outdoor museum of the Sovereign Hill Museums Association. 
61  Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute. Minute Book, 12 February 1877. 
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based. In 1874, the Ballarat German Association asked for 
government support for its library and received an annual grant 
of thirty pounds. The Chief Secretary of Victoria subsequently 
called for a report on the operation of the BGA’s library and was 
advised by Police Superintendent Hill that the library was 
located in the ‘Dutch Harry’ hotel in Main Road, several hundred 
metres from the Ballarat East Free Library. Each year the BGA 
advised the Chief Secretary that the library cost approximately 
forty pounds to operate and each year the government provided a 
generous book grant. As late as 1886 the Ballarat German 
Association received a grant of thirty-one pounds from the 
colonial government.62
 
The Ballarat East Free Library in particular protested that the 
effectiveness of the increased grants was wasted because too many 
small libraries, such as the German Association’s library, and 
too many ‘private clubs’, such as the Ballarat Mechanics’ 
Institute Library, were attracting the bulk of the grant monies. 
Because of their numerical superiority and their ability to 
generate local funds, it was inevitable that the Chief Secretary 
would be persuaded not to enforce the strict application of the 
law. For example in 1878, both the Ballarat East Free Library and 
the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library received grants of one 
hundred and twenty pounds - the maximum amount because of the 
imposition of a ceiling on grants. Whilst expressing its 
gratification for the subsidy, the committee of the BMIL reported 
that had there been no ceiling, its library would have been 
eligible for a grant of six hundred pounds because of the amount 
of income generated in the previous year.63 This claim is based on 
the dubious assumption that all the BMI’s income was generated by 
its library and none from lectures or meeting room hire - a 
proposition that would not have escaped the attention of the 
Chief Secretary’s department.  
 
 
                         
62  Victoria, Public Record Office, 3991, Unit 783. File 17/1884; Unit 177, File 86/1910. 
63
  Ballarat East Free Library, Minute Book, June 1878. 
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Frustrated by its inability to change the government’s policy 
with regard to funding Mechanics’ Institutes, the committee of 
the Ballarat East Free Library re-directed its attention to the 
size of the government’s book grants and the amounts that could 
be claimed in any one year. For example, on 5 January 1884 the 
Chief Secretary invited applicants for ‘a portion of the Grant of 
three thousand pounds for the purchase of books for Public 
Libraries for the year 1883-84’. Once again he stated that only 
bona fide free libraries would be eligible for a share of the 
grant which totalled 3,000 pounds, 
 
...conditions attached to the vote are: (i) the grants be 
made in proportion to the sum in the aggregate not less 
than 5 pounds, collected by private subscriptions or local 
rates during 1883. (ii) that no grant exceeding 200 pounds 
to be paid to any one library. (iii) that no more than one-
sixth of the entire sum be divided amongst institutions 
within 10 miles of Melbourne. 64
 
There was an immediate reaction to the government’s less than 
generous offer and the BEFL played a crucial role in organising 
the public protests and deputations. Its librarian, Mr Solomon 
Edward Mendoza, wrote to every Mechanics’ Institute and Free 
Library committee in the colony and invited them to attend a 
meeting in Melbourne prior to a deputation waiting on the Chief 
Secretary. In addition, Mendoza wrote to every member of 
parliament advising that it was the ‘deliberate opinion’ of all 
Victorian library committees that the government’s book grant was 
‘WHOLLY INADEQUATE to meet the urgent necessities of the case’ 
and asked that ‘all concerned use their best endeavours to have 
the book grant increased to 10,000 pounds’.65  
 
On 2 July 1884 an impressive deputation of fifty men, including 
upwards of thirty members of parliament, each representing their 
local library, waited on the Chief Secretary. The deputation  
                         
64  Victorian Government Gazette. 1885, p. 55. 
65 Mendoza’s invitation to Mechanics’ Institutes to join the protest - in spite of them being 
 rivals for government grants - suggests that Institute committees had much-needed  
 political influence. 
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raised five points: that they represented all colonial libraries, 
that the book grant of 3,000 pounds was inadequate, that 
committees throughout the colony had raised in excess of 22,000 
pounds from local subscriptions, that they wanted the book grant 
to be increased to 10,000 pounds per annum, and, that a similar 
amount be placed on the next year’s estimates. (Appendix 7) The 
delegation believed that it received positive assurances from the 
Chief Secretary, Graham Berry, but several months later it found 
that the government had not increased the book grant in either 
the current or subsequent year. The committee of the BEFL was 
devastated by this response66 and the Ballarat Star predicted the 
imminent bankruptcy of all colonial libraries. The editor claimed 
that the library committee was, 
 
...debarred by want of sufficient means from making the 
library so useful to the community as it might otherwise 
be. The government grant-in-aid for purchasing new books is 
so paltry as to be almost absurd.67
 
The joint action of the delegation was praised but the spectre of 
civic rivalry was still evident when the Courier claimed that the 
BEFL’s grant was low because ‘clubs’ such as the Ballarat 
Mechanic’s Institute continued to receive funding from the 
government. The Courier stated that the small number of 
subscribers to the free library bore no relationship to the 
number of daily patrons of an organisation that ‘deserves 
kindlier treatment’.68 The BEFL committee protested, 
unsuccessfully, about the level of government support every year 
thereafter. 69
 
 
 
 
 
                         
66  Ballarat East Free Library, Minute Book, 7 October 1884; Ballarat Star, 6 February 
 1885. 
67  Ballarat Star, 6 February 1885. 
68  Ballarat Courier, 5 February 1885. 
69  ibid., 16 July 1885, 6 August 1885, 19 September 1885. 
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Continual criticisms of Ballarat libraries throughout the 1880’s 
 
The debate about the legitimacy of the Ballarat libraries and the 
need for another library was both voluminous and vitriolic and 
resulted in a number of trivial and serious issues being exposed 
to considerable public scrutiny. 1880 was a particularly bad year 
for the committee of the City of Ballaarat Free Library in terms 
of negative publicity. For example, the appointment of a 
librarian was criticised in the press and the fledgling City Free 
Library was described as 'a dingy, cheerless, untidy hole' and a 
‘political ulcer’. Correspondents referred to each other as 
‘lying scoundrels’ and ‘evil disposed persons’ and another called 
his colleague an ‘unmanly back biter’. The editor of the Courier 
wrote a 2000-word report on the ‘City Free Library Scandal’ and 
then instructed all concerned to stop bickering.70 In late 
November of the same year, one correspondent, ‘Citizen’, wrote a 
series of letters about library services in the city of 
Ballaarat. He questioned the need for a library on the basis that 
‘the unemployed and working classes are already catered for 
because the three newspapers already displayed the daily papers 
in their front windows’ before returning to that old argument 
about the desirability of one central library in Ballarat. 
‘Citizen’ said that ‘...the energy and intelligence of both 
Ballarat’s combined might be concentrated to make it one of the, 
if not the, finest and most complete free library outside 
Melbourne’.71 Several days latter he penned another letter on 
another perennial issue, the political nature of the library 
committee,  
 
...it is common knowledge that there is a disagreeable 
political element in the management of the library...a 
change of management must be made if ever the library is to 
become a credit to Ballarat.72   
 
                         
70  ibid., 16 August 1880, 20 August 1880, 8 November 1880, 13 November 1880. 
71
  Ballarat Courier, 22 November 1880. 
72
  ibid., 30 November 1880. 
 122
This statement was challenged by several correspondents but 
‘Citizen’ had the last say when he claimed that the newest (and 
smallest) library in Ballarat was ‘an utter abortion and an 
eyesore’ and ‘superlatively superfluous’.73 In 1885 the minuscule 
City of Ballaarat Free Library was subject to further public 
scrutiny because of the committee’s plan to remove the former 
Mining Warden’s office, which served as a temporary library, and 
to construct a new library on the corner of Sturt and Camp 
Streets in Ballarat. The Secretary for Lands had previously 
granted the Trades Hall Council a block of land74 but because this 
organisation had no assets it was suggested that the library and 
Trades Hall erect a joint-use building on the library’s land 
grant. This proposal was hotly debated when Benjamin Douglas, the 
ex-President of the Trades Hall Council now residing in 
Melbourne, wrote to the Courier as follows, 
 
...your suggestion that the Trades Hall and Public Library 
should be combined is a grand one and its realisation is 
well worth striving for. Your eloquent advocacy is a treat 
to read and it would be a good thing for the working 
classes generally...As you state the great bulk of our 
population is composed of working men and as such being the 
case the very best and most centrally situated site should 
be secured for the erection of a public library...a 
structure worthy of the intelligence and enterprise of your 
wealth producing city.75  
 
‘One of the Public’ wrote a very long letter criticising the 
behaviour of the present library committee,  
 
...I am very glad to read your article exposing the little 
game of the above committee’s mismanagement. The committee’ 
idea of management is so loose as to enable the late 
librarian to make away with so much of the funds (about 70 
pounds I believe) that they cannot afford the gas to keep  
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  ibid., 3 December 1880, 20 December 1880. 
74  Ballarat Star, 14 July 1885. 
75
  Ballarat Courier, 18 July 1885.  
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the library open in the evenings; the very time when people 
have the leisure to devote to reading. And, again, only 
allowing subscribers to use the library. Why, we see the 
public better served in the outside municipalities, where 
their income is only a few pounds but they manage their 
reading rooms and libraries open during the evenings with a 
few kerosene lamps. What a difference between this 
pettifogging so-called free library and the Mechanics’ 
Institute at 4 pence halfpenny per week. (The present 
committee should resign) and I consider it a sin and a 
misfortune to allow the present mismanagement to have the 
control of a new library building. I say amalgamate with 
the Trades Hall and get rid of the Library trustees...76  
 
W. C. Smith, in his capacity as MLA for Ballarat West and 
Chairman of the City of Ballarat Free Library, indicated that he 
was willing to meet Mr Dyer, (Chairman of the Trades Hall) and 
that he favoured the erection of one large building at Sturt and 
Camp streets. Unfortunately the Trades Hall representatives did 
not present themselves for the meeting77 but the proposal created 
an outcry about the risk of political contamination of a public 
library and the issue continued to be debated for several more 
months.78 To add to the debate, the Church of England’s Bishop of 
Ballarat recommended that the YMCA be included in a three-way 
building partnership but this proposal ‘fell on deaf ears’.79
 
In response to this debate, the colonial government announced the 
formation of a Free Libraries Bill Commission to consider the 
matter of the use of Crown Land grants by libraries. The 
Commission was to gather evidence from library committees 
throughout the colony but it was generally recognised that the 
most immediate problem to be overcome was in Ballarat. The 
establishment of the Commission appears to have actually inflamed 
the matter in Ballarat as the local delegates continued to argue  
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  ibid., 21 July 1885. 
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  ibid., 20 July 1885; Ballarat Star, 20 July 1885. 
78  Ballarat Courier, 13 August 1885, 18 August 1885, 24 August 1885, 15 November 
 1885, 21 December 1885. 
79  ibid., 13 November 1885. 
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amongst themselves in the public arena. The City’s library 
committee sought permission to either sell a portion of its land 
grant or to erect a large commercial building on the site.80 In 
the latter scenario, the library would occupy the ground floor of 
a huge building and lease the remainder to unidentified 
commercial tenants.81 Politicians opposed the sale of crown land 
‘for the mere sake of raising money’ and argued that land grants 
for libraries were intended to be generous because ‘the State had 
in view the necessity of keeping [libraries] somewhat isolated 
and surrounding them with some species of adornment’.82 Ballarat 
politicians, including W. C. Smith, argued that if the 
government,  
 
...would only be as liberal to Ballarat as they were to 
Melbourne and give the trustees of the Ballarat [West] 
Library 2,000 pounds or 3,000 pounds to erect the building 
required, they would not want the Bill amended.83   
 
Others questioned the library committee’s business acumen and its 
ability to repay loans. The Courier opposed the amendments to the 
legislation on the grounds that the initial land grant was for 
the working classes and library patrons - not commercial gain - 
whereas the Ballarat Star claimed that the legislation should be 
amended.84 Local delegates spoke with confidence about low 
interest rates, high shop rentals and the ease of borrowing 4,500 
pounds to build a library. There was considerable debate about a 
number of other issues including fabricated daily attendance 
levels, theft of money by the librarian, and the mis-use of 
government grants.85 Accusations made before the Commission 
resulted in legal action for assault and slander.86 An audit of  
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the City Free Library subsequently revealed that, of 1,100 pounds 
granted to the library committee for capital works, at least 440 
pounds had been used for other purposes.87 In spite of the 
disputes in Ballarat, the Free Libraries Bill passed through the 
parliament on 8 December 1885 and made provision for a joint 
Library/Trades Hall and the lease of any unwanted portion of the 
land grant in Ballarat.88 But the proposal to build a joint-use 
facility had already been abandoned by the Trades Hall and the 
YMCA and the struggle to construct a permanent library building 
dragged on for years. 
 
This debate had, indirectly, revealed W. C. Smith’s reduced 
political influence. Smith was extremely popular in the Ballarat 
electorate, having previously ‘topped the poll’ on nine 
consecutive occasions and remained a parliamentarian until his 
death in 1894. However, after 1881, he no longer exercised as 
much influence in the Berry government as had previously been the 
case,
89
 and had he been as popular with Berry as he was with  
Ballarat residents, (he was elected Mayor in 1887/88 and remained 
a councillor until l891) the outcome of his radical proposal to 
jointly house the Free Library and Trades Hall in one building 
may have been very different. 
 
The City of Ballaarat Free Library committee did not have a 
monopoly on bad news or negative press reports. A member of the 
BMIL was apprehended for stealing books and was sentenced to  
                         
87  Ballarat Courier, 11 August 1885; On 22 October 1885 an article entitled ‘The Audit 
 of the City Library’ stated  that ‘The public will learn with some surprise that an audit 
 of the City Free Library accounts have disclosed a deficiency in the building fund of 
 over 440 pounds, the most of which have been so mis-applied that an explanation will 
 doubtless have to be made to the government in due course. But...it must not be 
 surmised that the money has been spent fraudulently but merely diverted from the 
 purpose for which it was expressly granted by the government. During the existence of 
 the library the government has granted in all 1100 pounds for the purpose of adding to 
 the library but of this sum only about 350 [pounds] now remains in credit. Of the 
 remaining 750 pounds about 90 pounds is set down as the deficiency in the 
 accounts of Walshe the late librarian and collector, and 220 pounds has been actually 
 spent on the buildings, thus leaving a deficiency of 440 pounds.’ 
88  Victoria. Free Libraries Act, 1885. Clause 2.  
89
  Ballarat Courier, 24 October 1894; W. Withers, op. cit, pp. 331-332. 
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twelve months imprisonment with hard labour.90 The committee of 
the BEFL was accused of repeating one of its old tricks, the 
diversion of funds from the book budget whilst inflating the 
amount received from subscriptions, in order to attract a larger 
grant from the government. In May 1886, the committee was advised  
- underlined in red ink - that if the previous year’s book grant 
was not fully spent on books and properly receipted, then the 
next instalment of the grant would be withheld.91 From the late-
1880s the Chief Secretary’s department gradually tightened the 
rules of eligibility with regard to the receipt of subsidies and 
the use of facilities.92  
 
Throughout the 1870s-80s, none of the library committees were 
able to attract more fee-paying subscribers or to counter 
negative press reports about their administrative abilities, but 
every committee displayed at least one constant element. 
Committees never wavered in their belief that their book 
collections were excellent. For example, the BEFL stated that, 
 
...your Committee is still of the opinion that [this 
library] is in every respect far in advance of similar 
institutions [in the colony]’93
 
Its president, Edward Rosenblum, advised the Chief Secretary that 
the,  
 
...14,000 carefully selected books [in the Free Library] 
cannot be classed in the same category with other small 
rooms in the bush dubbed a ‘Free Library’.94
 
When the collection was re-organised in 1890, the cataloguer said 
that, ‘...I venture to say that no finer collection of works is  
                         
90  Ballarat Courier, 16 September 1885. 
91  Ballarat East Free Library, Correspondence Files, 10, 12, 30 May 1888. 
92  Victoria. Chief Secretary’s Department, 14 June 1888; Ballarat East Free Library, 
 Minute Book, 6 August 1889, 1 October 1889. 
93  Ballarat Courier, 3 February 1886. 
94  ibid., 12 February 1890. 
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to be found in any public library in the colony outside 
Melbourne.’95
 
Conclusion 
 
By the mid-1880s, residents had varying degrees of access to 
three public libraries in Ballarat. Every library committee 
claimed that it was responding to public demand although the tone 
and intent of the 1877 petition to establish the City of 
Ballaarat Free Library suggests that civic rivalry, civic 
embarrassment and concerns about public access were the more 
important factors.  
 
A series of local and colonial factors tested the patience and 
skill of each committee. The Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute 
resisted all efforts to widen its membership base by denying 
reasonable access to casual readers and abandoning any pretence 
of educating artisans although it did offer an extremely wide 
range of books and newspapers to its subscribers. The rival City 
of Ballaarat Free Library commenced operations in a decrepit 
building with less fanfare, almost no books and no clear mission. 
Because of the delays in establishing this library, its committee 
was subject to local ridicule and the government’s belated 
attempts to regulate the expenditure of library funds. In 1887, 
almost a decade after local residents had petitioned the council 
to establish the City of Ballaarat Free Library, Withers offered 
a perfunctory overview of this library when he stated that,  
 
...a small public library has been opened in the old 
Warden’s Court-House in Sturt Street and a project is on 
foot for the erection of a suitable building for the 
purpose of a library.96  
 
The Ballarat East Free Library had reluctantly introduced 
borrower fees but continued to offer liberal terms of access to 
its 100,000 visitors per annum. The following anecdote  
                         
95
  ibid. 
96  W. Withers, op. cit., pp. 286. 
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demonstrates the BEFL committee’s status within the colony and 
the impact of the government’s grants policy. In 1886, the 
committee of the Queenscliff Public Library sought advice as 
follows, 
 
Dear Sir, 
Believing that you have experience in such matters would 
you kindly assist the committee of the Queenscliff Public 
Library by forwarding the information as to how you managed 
to build your library. We would like a few suggestions from 
you as to how we should proceed. 
 
1. we have 200 pounds in hand. 
2. we have a site. 
3. the Chief Secretary has promised us 500 pounds in annual     
 grants of 100 pounds. 
4. we want to erect a building to cost nearly 1,000 pounds. 
5. anything else that you can fill in will be most     
 thankfully received by the committee. 
 
   (signed) Andrew Hodge, on behalf of the Queenscliff Public 
 Library, c/- of the Queenscliff Sentinel, 22 February 1886. 
 
There is no evidence of the Ballarat East Free Library’s  
response to this poorly timed letter, nor any evidence that the 
Queenscliff library committee asked the City of Ballaarat Free 
Library committee for its advice. 
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     Chapter 5
 
     The Marginalisation of the Library Committee
 
Throughout the 1880s the evidence contained in minute books and  
press reports indicates that library committees in Ballarat were 
unable to capitalise on their earlier success in terms of grants, 
patronage, municipal support or public goodwill and soon entered a 
lengthy period in which libraries stagnated. It is acknowledged that 
funding was a crucial element in the stagnation of libraries and the 
minute book of the BMIL continually refers to the committee’s 
struggle to obtain more funds. For example, in April 1882, the 
committee condemned the Chief Secretary’s ‘duplicity’ in offering and 
then refusing to distribute book grants to Institutes. Several months 
later the committee noted that the Chief Secretary had ‘most 
unwillingly’ agreed to provide the usual allocation to the BMIL. The 
tone had not changed toward the end of the decade. In May 1887, the 
same committee was advised that ‘it is a matter of deep regret that 
the government has thought fit to deprive Mechanics’ Institutes of 
any share of the [book] vote.1 The situation was no better in 
Ballarat East where the library committee sought funds for capital 
works and building improvements. The committee ‘could not ignore the 
fact that in the disbursement of last year’s [capital] grant, this 
library did not receive a farthing’. The BEFL was constantly seeking 
a better funding arrangement and when faced with the annual struggle 
for funds, the local press acknowledged that the BEFL had not been 
‘sympathetically or fairly treated’ and staunchly argued that the 
library was ‘worth all the costs of its maintenance.2
 
Whilst recognising that funding was a significant issue, it is argued 
that an even more critical reason for the stagnation of Ballarat’s 
libraries was the deteriorating relationship between the library 
committee and dissatisfied members of the community. In this and the 
following chapter it is argued that the marginalisation of public  
                         
1
  Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library, Minute Book, April, 1881, August 1881, May 
 1887. 
2
  Ballarat East Free Library, Minute Book, 7 February 1882; Ballarat Courier, 5 February 
 1885; Ballarat Star, 6 February 1885. 
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libraries came about for several reasons, including the inability of 
the Ballarat library committees to retain the same level of community 
and municipal support that they had previously enjoyed on the 
goldfield and, secondly, the ways in which the aging custodians  
managed their libraries, treated the public and responded to  
criticisms about the quality of service being provided.  
 
Providing the means for self-improvement was the basic goal of every 
library committee in the colony and they promoted perceptions of 
generous terms of access to their reading rooms, book collections and 
lectures. Libraries also justified the receipt of government funds by 
emphasising the accessibility of their service. However, it was 
inevitable that every public library in the colony was shaped by the 
‘ideals and demands of the social groups which supported it and the 
socioeconomic trends affecting the community’.3 In addition, the 
pursuit by library committees of respectability and self-improvement 
was increasingly challenged by the community. In the 1850s-1860s 
libraries, churches, and improvement societies, enjoyed a period of 
successful consolidation but, by the 1870s, they ‘were on the 
defensive’4 because respectability, as a form of social control, was 
beginning to lose its impact in the community. There were a 
significant number of letters to the editor of the Ballarat 
newspapers,5 complaining that both the BEFL and the BMIL had 
deliberately adopted an attitude of respectability and conservatism 
as a means of excluding the bulk of the population and that these 
libraries were regarded as little more than private clubs. Yet, 
Ballarat’s library committees resisted public pressure to liberalise 
their attitudes with regard to public access. This clinging to the 
pursuit of respectability can, in part, be attributed to the 
increasing age and longevity of service of the committee members. The 
Ballarat committees also aggravated the situation by withholding 
current publications from non-members, the engagement of a private 
detective to supervise the behaviour of library patrons and the 
downgrading of the librarian’s status.  
 
                         
3
  M. Askew, A Shapely and Benevolent Civilization: Interaction and Social Order in 19th 
 Century Geelong, 1845-1900, Ph.D. Dissertation, Monash University, 1991, p. 259. 
4
  G. Serle, The Rush to be Rich, MUP, Melbourne, 1971, p.128.  
5
  for example, Ballarat Star, 5 February 1870, 6 February 1877. Ballarat Courier, 16 August 
 1880, 22 November 1880. 
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There are at least four reasons why a detailed analysis of the 
management of Ballarat, and to a lesser extent Victorian, libraries 
in the 1880s is important. 
 
Most scholarship has focused almost exclusively on the formation of 
colonial libraries in the 1850s-60s. Commentators, such as Steiner, 
Holgate and Greenwood,6 who do refer to libraries in the late-
nineteenth century continued to make optimistic predictions about 
their future growth whereas only a few scholars such as Davies and 
Sykes7 have concentrated on both the formation of public libraries 
and their stagnation in the last decades of the nineteenth century.  
 
A detailed analysis of Ballarat’s libraries is important because the 
1880s are now regarded as the high point in the growth phase of 
colonial libraries, with the achievements of the 1870s-80s not being 
equalled or surpassed for another fifty years. In 1935, an important 
review undertaken by Ralph Munn and Ernest Pitt8 concluded that 
Australian public libraries offered a better standard of service in 
1880 than in any year until that time. This is a remarkable finding 
given that there was considerable evidence to show that Ballarat was 
in a far more advantageous position than other Victorian goldfield 
centres such as Ararat, Castlemaine, Daylesford, Creswick or 
Maryborough which all suffered major population reductions in the 
1880s9. Even though Ballarat’s economy was adversely affected by the 
‘wild behaviour’ of mining speculators in the 1870s, it remained a 
progressive city with such an abundance of schools, churches, 
theatres and galleries that it was said to rival several English  
                         
6  L. Steiner, ‘The Future of the Free Public Library’, (1876) Reprinted in D. Ellsworth and 
 N.  Stevens, Landmarks in Library Literature, 1876-1976, Scarecrow Press, New Jersey, 
1976.  pp. 232-233; C. Holgate, An Account of the Chief Libraries in  Australia and Tasmania, C. 
 Whittinghham & Co., London, 1886; T. Greenwood,  Public Libraries: a history of the 
 movement and a manual for the organisation and management of rate supported libraries, 
 1894, p. 20. Reprinted by College of Librarianship, Wales, 1971.  
7  G. Nadel, Australia’s Colonial Culture, F. W. Cheshire, Melbourne, 1957, pp. 80-84;  
 D. Davies, Public Libraries as Culture and Social Centers: the origins of the concept, 
 Scarecrow Press, New Jersey, 1974, pp. 45-49; R. McCallum, A History of Ballarat Libraries, 
 Central Highlands Regional Library Service, Ballarat, 1978; P. Sykes, The Public Library in 
 Perspective, Clive Bingley, London, 1979, pp. 18-19, p. 30.  
8
  R. Munn & E. Pitt, (eds.), Australian Libraries: A Survey of Conditions and Suggestions  for 
 their Improvement, Prepared under the auspices of the Carnegie Corporation of New 
 York, ACER,  Melbourne, 1935. This report is discussed in more detail in chapter 9. 
9    Victorian Year-Book for 1885, p. 85. 
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cathedral cities.10 According to Bate, stability of population was 
probably the most crucial factor in Ballarat’s history between 1871-
1900 and the total population was remarkably steady at about 40,000 
throughout the 1880s.  
 
Ballarat’s demographic profile resulted in a large increase in 
residents and potential library members aged between 20 and 65 years 
of age.11 Bate claims that the pioneers of the 1850s remained a 
dominant force in Ballarat but that by the 1880s they were reluctant 
to embrace change12 and in this and the next chapters it is argued 
that their unwillingness to initiate change or respond to challenges 
from print and non-print rivals had a negative effect on library 
development because the committees could not, or would not, respond 
to the needs of a large number of residents. 13  
 
Finally, an analysis of the management and operation of public 
libraries is important because two key indicators of the vitality of 
libraries, library visits and bookstock circulation, clearly 
demonstrate that a reduction in patronage levels was evident in the 
mid-1880s and preceded the reduction in government expenditure on 
public libraries. Table 10 ‘Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library 
Bookstock Circulation, and Victorian Public Libraries -Total Library 
Exepnditure - 1870-1905’ in Chapter 7 shows that total expenditure on 
colonial libraries was still increasing in 1890 whereas circulation 
of books at the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute had already peaked in 
1885 and fell each year thereafter. 
 
The skills of library committees 
 
Library committees continued to play an important role in the 
accumulation of book, newspaper and journal collections in the 1880s 
and there is no suggestion that they were totally devoid of  
                         
10  W. Withers, op. cit., pp. 241-2. 
11  W. Bate, Lucky City: the First Generation at Ballarat: 1851-1901, MUP, Melbourne, 
 1978, pp. 187, 268; Census of Victoria, 1881, General report with summary, tables, 
 diagrams and map. John Ferres, Government Printer, 1883. p. 28. 
12  W. Bate, op. cit., p. 187. 
13 Ballarat Courier, 17 July 1885. This comment echoes a similar statement by Sykes who 
 claimed that English libraries were formed in ‘an era in which committee men were 
 indifferent to the needs of ordinary people’. P Sykes, op. cit.,  p. 29   
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influence. In May 1886, the Ballarat East Free Library succeeded in 
persuading Alfred Deakin, the Chief Secretary of Victoria, to deliver 
a public lecture on behalf of the library. Deakin’s lecture was 
attended by 700 men and generated considerable funds for the library. 
Although the lecture topic was ‘Irrigation’, Deakin  spoke favourably 
about the benefits of free libraries because he believed that ‘the 
people were not yet educated as to the importance of well-selected 
public libraries’.14
 
Committee members devoted considerable amounts of voluntary hours and 
great personal and financial sacrifice to the promotion of their 
libraries and virtually every committee meeting included a report on 
efforts made to acquire more stock and to upgrade catalogues. By 1877 
it was estimated that both the BEFL and BMIL libraries held 11,000 
volumes which, given their annual budgets, suggests that the 
committee had been energetic in securing a large number of donations. 
Perhaps it is not surprising that the same committee paid particular 
attention to the fate of the books and there are many references to 
alarm being expressed about the number of books missing from the 
collection.15 Other evidence that shows the active involvement of the 
committee in the daily management of their library is found in the 
minute book of 1878 where it was recorded that an exhaustive secret 
ballot of all committee members was used to appoint an assistant 
librarian.16  
 
The composition of library committees generally reflected the profile 
of their town or city.17 Thus the committee of the Ballarat Mechanics’ 
Institute in the 1880s included local manufacturers, journalists, 
mining agents and a hotelier. Similarly the Bendigo  
                         
14  Ballarat Courier, 28 May 1886. 
15
  Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library. Minute Book,  April 1865, April 1866, May 1877,   
 May 1879. 
16
  ibid., January, February and July 1878. 
17  E. Webby, ‘Dispelling ‘the stagnant waters of ignorance’: The early institutes in 
 context’, P. Candy & J. Laurent, (eds.), Pioneering Culture: Mechanics’ Institutes and 
 Schools of Arts in Australia, Auslib Press, Adelaide, 1994. p. 47;  M. Askew, ‘Conflict, 
 consensus and culture, the  Geelong Mechanics’ institute to 1900, P. Candy  & J. 
 Laurent,  op. cit., p. 105; L. Banfield, Like the Ark, Longman Cheshire, Melbourne, 
 1986; Castlemaine Mail, 25 May 1943; D. Chambers, Violet Town or Honeysuckle 
 Creek in Australia Felix, MUP, Melbourne, 1985,  p. 246; J. Murphy, Leongatha 
 Mechanics’ Institute and Free Library, 1891-1991, Woorayl Shire Historical Society, 
 Leongatha, 1991, pp. 1-12; Mildura Cultivator, 16 November 1907, 18 July 1908. 
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library committee included mine managers, a journalist, speculators 
and a solicitor and the Kilmore Mechanics’ Institute committee 
included a tanner, undertaker, teacher, storekeeper and all clergymen 
on an ex-officio basis. By comparison, the Newport Institute was 
formed later, in 1886, and included a occupational cross-section that 
was peculiar to its  community. In this case the committee included a 
civil engineer, a foreman at the Railway Workshop and a dairyman.18 
This type of cultural diversity often resulted in institutes adopting 
a tolerant attitude within their communities. For example, a small 
institute at Illabrook, near Ballarat, adopted a rule that the 
building could be used free of charge by every religious denomination 
on Sundays.19 Conversely, each library committee remained fiercely 
independent and had no formal links with other colonial libraries. As 
late as July 1893, and in the depth of a financial crisis, the 
Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute library committee refused to join a 
library book exchange network on the basis that membership would cost 
two pounds per annum.20 (The BMIL often sold secondhand stock to other 
Institutes but would not do so via a network or agency.) Committees 
occasionally sought advice from each other, but the evidence 
contained in minute books suggests that they seldom changed their 
policies as a result of receiving such guidance. 
 
Colonial library committees continued to play a crucial role in 
lobbying for government funds. Despite having no formal association 
or lobby group, not only were they able to obtain grants in excess of 
300,000 pounds from the colonial government between 1860-1900 but did 
so without being subject to any serious performance testing or 
comparative analysis. The Chief Secretary’s department gradually 
increased its accountability regulations regarding the proper 
expenditure of grants and subsidies and the leasehold on buildings, 
but the colonial government made few demands on individual library 
committees to achieve broad standards or goals such as balanced  
                         
18
  W. Kimberly, Bendigo and Vicinity, F.W. Niven, Melbourne, 1893; J. Lowden, Personal 
 correspondence regarding the Kilmore Mechanics’ Institute, 1994; M. Tucker, Kilmore on the 
 Melbourne Road, Shire of Kilmore, 1988; W. Elsom, History of Williamstown, Craftman 
 Press, Melbourne, 1985. N. U’Ren & N. Turnbull, History of Port Melbourne, Oxford 
 University Press, Melbourne, 1893. 
19
  Ballarat Courier, 22 July 1885. 
20
  Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library, Minute Book, 6 July 1893. 
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bookstock collections, the recruitment of qualified staff or set 
opening hours.  
 
Members of library committees throughout Victoria were articulate and 
often passionate lobbyists, but by the mid-1880s these attributes 
were no longer sufficient to sustain the future viability of 
libraries and a crisis occurred in the management of colonial 
libraries. This came about because the benefits of a parochial 
committee structure were outweighed by the committee’s inability to 
persuade politicians to support the larger libraries, to attract 
younger members to their committee, or to enrol new subscribers. A 
long-serving member of the Ballarat East Free Library committee 
linked Ballarat’s past and future development when he spoke in 
‘felicitous terms’ and reminded his audience that the BEFL was ‘the 
pioneer in this field and still held this lead because of the 
foresight and energy [of] the committee...’.21 Unfortunately, this 
foresight and energy was not capable of overcoming a plethora of 
challenges which confronted colonial libraries by the early-1880s. 
 
The marginalisation of library committees in the 1870-80s
 
Library committees were marginalised for two basic reasons; they 
failed to secure the on-going financial support of their local 
municipalities and they were incapable of maintaining the support of 
their local politicians or communities. 
 
Municipal councils appear to have supported their local Institute 
libraries to the extent of providing assistance in applying for 
grants but most seemed reluctant to allocate much or, in some cases, 
any of their own rate revenue to support the library. In 1877, the 
Sebastopol Mechanics’ Institute library balanced its budget by hall 
hire fees, by not buying any stock and by selling an unknown quantity 
of books for fourteen pounds. The library received a government grant 
of forty-three pounds but no income from the Borough Council.22 The 
situation was identical in Smythesdale in 1884 where the shire 
council contributed nothing and in Maryborough where the Mechanics’  
                         
21  Ballarat East Free Library, Minute Book, 2 August 1887. 
22
  Ballarat Courier, 23 February 1877. 
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Institute library remained open because of private benefaction to the 
value of sixty-eight pounds, or almost one half of its annual 
budget.23 The relationship between the Council of the Township of 
Ballarat East and its library committee became so strained that, on 
several occasions, the library was forbidden to take firewood from 
the council’s stockpile for the heating of the library.24 In most 
instances, the local councillors formulated their own budgets on the 
assumption that the Mechanics’ Institute library was effectively a 
semi-private, and therefore a self-supporting club. Regardless of the 
validity of the argument that Mechanics’ Institutes were clubs, such 
a policy meant that local committees were in an extremely vulnerable 
position when lobbying the government of the day. 
 
Political instability in the colonial parliament resulted in the 
formation of seventeen ministries between 1857-1877 and historians 
such as Serle, Pearl and Garden have all referred to the instability 
that resulted from the ‘sustained division and turmoil’ in the 
parliament.25 Ironically, this political turbulence appears to have 
assisted library committees on the goldfields and in country towns, 
because lobbyists were able to win generous concessions and subsidies 
from the government on behalf of their local electorates. Hubber and 
Eastwood26 have both argued that the outcome of this process was not 
favourable to library committees in the suburbs of Melbourne although 
their research indirectly confirms that rural libraries flourished in 
this earlier, less-regulated environment. 
 
Numerous Ballarat politicians held senior, if short-lived, positions 
in government in the latter half of the nineteenth century and 
supported their local library committee in seeking funds and general 
support. Lalor, Humffray and Service (Premier in 1880 and from 1883-
1886) commenced their parliamentary careers in the 1850s and 1860s27,  
                         
23
  ibid., 29 July 1884; Maryborough and Dunolly Advertiser, 7 March 1898. 
24
  Ballarat East Free Library, Minute Book, 7 August 1883. 
25  G. Serle, The Golden Age, MUP, Melbourne, 1961; G. Serle, The Rush to be Rich, 
 MUP, Melbourne, 1971; C. Pearl, The Three Lives of Gavan Duffy, NSW University 
 Press, Sydney, 1979; D. Garden, Victoria:  A History, Nelson, Melbourne, 1984. 
26  B. Hubber, ‘A Slight Encouragement, the colonial book grant and the Victorian  Parliament, 
 1857-1860’, P. Candy  &  J. Laurent, op. cit.,  pp. 99-102; J. Eastwood, ‘The Melbourne 
 Mechanics’ Institute: its first thirty years’, P. Candy & J. Laurent, op. cit., pp. 61-85. 
27  W. Withers, The  History of Ballarat, F. W. Niven, Ballarat, 1887, pp. 176-186, 330-34. 
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while other prominent Ballarat parliamentarians who held ministries 
included Vale, Gillies (Premier between 1886-1890), Jones, Smith and 
Cuthbert.28 Ballarat library committees also enjoyed the support of 
prominent citizens and the arguments accompanying the formation of 
the City of Ballaarat Free Library in the late 1870s29 included many 
derogatory references to the political affiliations of committee 
members.30 One such member was James Vallins who was often accused of 
negotiating backroom deals with local politicians. Vallins denied 
these claims but his 1904 obituary indicates details that show he was 
an active member of numerous committees in Ballarat and that he was 
involved in colonial politics.31  
 
In spite of the evidence that libraries benefited from the support of 
local politicians in the unstable parliamentary environment of the 
1850-70s, it is also apparent that the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute 
and the Ballarat East Free Library committees gradually lost their 
ability to influence the colonial government because of the changing 
demographic nature of the colony and because of a diminution in the 
persuasiveness of Ballarat’s politicians.  
 
At the colonial level, there was only a limited discussion about the 
importance of maintaining a viable public library or the preferred 
method of acquiring books.32 From a Ballarat perspective, there are 
several reasons why local politicians had lost their earlier passion 
and their effectiveness in securing large grants in the parliament. 
The longer terms in office of the Service and Gillies governments 
(from March 1883 to November 1890) coincided with long-term 
demographic changes, the waning  influence of goldfields politicians, 
and the distribution of library funding at the bureaucratic, rather  
                         
28  ibid.,  pp. 176-186; W. Bate, op. cit., pp. 133-144. 
29  Ballarat Courier, 5 February 1877, 16 August 1880, 28 October 1880, 8 November 
 1880, 13 November 1880.  
30  R. McCallum, op. cit., p. 26. 
31  Vallins was born in Kent in 1831 and migrated to Ballarat in 1853 where he held 
 numerous positions including that of City Valuer. He later became the City’s librarian until 
 1902 when he retired ‘owing to advancing years’. Vallins was described as ‘an ardent smoker 
 but a staunch teetotaller and was a trustee of the Ballarat Temperance Society. Deceased was 
a  prolific writer for the press and hundreds of his letters have appeared in the column of the 
 Courier...When controversy arose he fought to the bitter end on any subject that he took up’. 
 Ballarat Courier, 18 July 1904. 
32  Victorian Parliament, Legislative Assembly, 15 July 1885, pp. 380-381.  
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than the parliamentary level.33 Throughout the 1880s, Melbourne’s 
population increased in both the numerical and proportional sense34 
and this demographic shift had a long-term effect on the number and 
effectiveness of local politicians. Melbourne’s growing dominance in 
most aspects of Victorian life35 eventually brought about a reduction 
in the number of politicians but in the period under review, Ballarat 
residents and library committees enjoyed access to more politicians 
than at any time in the city’s history.36 Unfortunately this numerical 
abundance of politicians coincided with a dramatic reduction in the 
number of politicians with a direct knowledge of the management of a 
library. 
 
In 1874 five candidates stood for the two parliamentary seats in the 
Ballarat East electorate. Three of the five candidates (Messrs 
Steinfeld, Humffray and Dyte) had a past association with the 
Ballarat East Free Library but all three were defeated in the 
election.37 Twelve years later the two successful parliamentarians 
representing the same electorate, Councillors Russell and Murphy, had 
no association with the Free Library committee. Once again Charles 
Dyte, one of the founders of the BEFL, was badly defeated. In July 
1880 a local businessman and sometime politician, Daniel Brophy, had 
been invited to join the library committee, however the minute book 
indicates that Brophy failed to attend a meeting in the following 
eighteen months. It appears that his ability to organise deputations  
                         
33  W. Withers, op. cit., pp. 330-334; W. Bate, op. cit., pp. 140-142. 
34
  Victoria’s population increased by 32%, to 1,140,000 in the 1880s. Melbourne’s share of the 
 colonial population increased from 33% to 43% in the 1880s. 
35  D. Garden, op. cit., p. 211; G. Serle, The Rush to be Rich,  MUP. Melbourne, 1971, pp. 77-78. 
36  Ballarat West and Ballarat East: Parliamentary Representatives, 1877-1924. 
 
1877-1886   Ballarat West  -    3 Members 
1886-1889   Ballarat West  -    3 Members 
 
1877-1886   Ballarat East  -    2 Members 
1886-1889   Ballarat East  -    2 Members 
 
1889-1904   Ballarat West  -    2 Members 
1889-1904   Ballarat East  -     1 Member 
 
1904-1924   Ballarat West  -    1 Member 
1904-1924   Ballarat East  -     1 Member 
 
1924-          Ballarat       -         1 Member 
 
37  W. Withers, op. cit., pp. 330-334. 
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was considered an adequate reason for his not being expelled from the 
committee. In spite of Brophy’s skills as an organiser of meetings, 
it appears that he did not have, or share, any knowledge of the Chief 
Secretary’s plans or the deleterious impact of the government’s 
disbursement of its book grant.38  By the end of the century, there 
were no politicians, past or present, on the BEFL committee.  
 
In the Ballarat West electorate, the situation was more complex 
because most political candidates were Life Members of the Ballarat 
Mechanics’ Institute although not necessarily members of the 
Institute’s library committee. In the election of 1874, only the 
successful candidate, W. C. Smith, was a member of the City of 
Ballaarat Free Library committee whereas the other four candidates 
were not.39 In 1886, all five candidates were Life Members of the 
Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute but again none were members of either 
the Institute’s library committee  or the Free Library committee. 
Thus, in the crucial decade of the 1880s, Ballarat returned five 
members to the colonial parliament but in marked contrast to the 
situation in the 1850s-60s, only one, (W. C. Smith) played any role 
in promotion of their local library, and as previously noted, Smith 
changed his allegience in the mid-1870s.  
 
As noted in chapter 5, the committee of the Ballarat East Free 
Library continued to lobby the colonial government to increase the 
level of funding to free libraries and to withhold grants from 
Mechanics’ Institutes because of their continued adherence to 
policies that restricted public access to collections. Their 
arguments must have gradually had an effect because, in an early 
exchange of correspondence between two Institutes, the secretary of 
the Sebastopol Mechanics’ Institute advised his counterpart at Clunes 
to,  
 
...put your case to the government very strongly that you have 
heavy debt on your building and if you get a member of 
parliament to go with you and support your application, you are 
certain to secure a good grant. But the constitution of your  
                         
38
  Ballarat East Free Library, Minute Book, 7 July 1880. 
39  Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library, Minute Book, April 1874. 
 140
institution must be changed to a ‘Free Library’ you make your 
application.40    
 
A year later it was evident that the Clunes library had secured a  
small grant but had not changed its name.41 By the early-1880s the 
government’s threats to withhold money from Institutes was having an 
effect because the Ararat Mechanics’ Institute reluctantly agreed to 
separate the functions of its Institute and its library to comply 
with the legislation, although, the committee remained adamant that 
the operation of the Free Library was not to become an added burden 
on the already impoverished Institute.42
 
In December 1881, the Chief Secretary’s department repeated its 
earlier resolution that only bone fide free libraries would be 
eligible for library grants, and yet in June 1882 the secretary of 
the BMIL advised the committee and the local press that he was 
delighted to receive a government grant and commented that ‘it is 
noticeable that for the first time for some years, there has been no 
attempt to deal unfairly with this Institute’.43 It is possible that 
the politicians who were also Life Members of the Ballarat Mechanics’ 
Institute had played a supportive, but less public, role in achieving 
this outcome but this is not acknowledged in the BMIL minute book.  
 
Colonial governments continued to criticise the restrictive policies 
adopted by Mechanics’ Institute library committees, but failed to 
direct funds away from the Institutes or to redirect more funds to 
those libraries willing to admit the public. In 1883, Graham Berry, 
the self-improver who had risen from grocer to premier and the idol 
of the working classes and the bane of the upper classes,44 told a 
public audience in Melbourne that Mechanics’ Institutes were,   
 
                         
40
  Clunes Mechanics’ Institute, Minute Book, March 1873; Clunes Gazette, 5 August 
 1874. 
41
  Clunes Mechanics’ Institute, Minute Book, July 1874. 
42
  Ararat Advertiser, 30 January 1883. 
43  Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library, Minute Book, June 1882. 
44  G. Serle, op. cit.,  p. 20;  R. Wright, The Peoples Counsel, OUP, Melbourne, 1992, 
  p. 86.  
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...provided for the working men, but not by them, and the  
consequence was that they had in a great degree passed into the 
hands of the middle classes.45  
 
But this level of criticism still did not result in the exclusion of  
Mechanics’ Institutes from the funding process because many had 
simply added ‘...and Free Library’ to their name and continued to 
receive annual subsidies. The Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute still 
refused to provide a full range of service to the public on the 
grounds that it was both a self-funded and self-improving club and 
continued to receive the maximum grant (two hundred pounds per annum) 
allowed under the legislation until 1886.46 By May 1887, the BMIL and 
the Geelong Mechanics’ Institute Library were so concerned about 
their likely treatment by the government that they ‘interviewed’ the 
Chief Secretary (Duncan Gillies) and a number of politicians to lobby 
on their behalf,47 arguing that, 
 
...the true policy [of the government] should be to direct 
State Aid to those libraries who help themselves by generating 
local or matching income.48  
 
This type of direct involvement by the BMIL was in marked contrast to 
the earlier efforts by the Ballarat East Free Library to persuade the 
colonial government to increase its annual contributions. In 1884 and 
1885, when the Ballarat East Free Library organised major deputations 
to wait on the Chief Secretary, the response from the Ballarat 
Mechanics’ Institute committee had been lukewarm. On these occasions, 
the BMIL had barely acknowledged the efforts of the BEFL, because it 
was not suffering the same financial plight as its rival. 
 
Lobbying by other Mechanics’ Institutes was taking place throughout 
the colony.49 In a brief parliamentary debate in late-1887, there was 
a general discussion about the paucity of funding to rural Institute 
libraries, which ‘did so much in disseminating knowledge amongst  
                         
45  Bendigo Advertiser, 19 September 1883. 
46
  Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library, Minute Book, May 1882 - May 1886. 
47
  ibid., July 1885, May 1887, September 1887. 
48  ibid., Annual General Meeting, May 1887. 
49  Ararat Advertiser, 30 January 1883. 
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those would could not afford to pay for it’ but in reply, Mr Peacock 
(MLA, Clunes) debunked such arguments by suggesting that there was 
little difference between a Mechanics’ Institute library and a Free 
Library because both were dominated by ‘the middle and better 
classes’. In rejecting claims for more money, Peacock argued that 
Free Library committees did not require more funding for their own 
bookstock because they had the added advantage of generous access to 
the Melbourne Public Library’s country lending service50 - a view that 
would not have been shared by the either the BMIL or the BEFL 
committee. 
 
Finally, in 1888, the colonial government enforced its own guidelines 
and refused to allocate grants to the few Mechanics’ Institutes 
(including Ballarat) that persisted in rejecting all instructions to 
provide more generous terms of access to their entire collection of 
books, journals and newspapers.  
 
The government’s belated resolve did not provide any advantage to the 
Ballarat East Free Library, because the competition was still  
intense from the renamed ‘Mechanics’ Institute and Free Library’s’ 
and from newly formed libraries throughout the colony. The BEFL 
committee was unable to persuade the government to offer it special 
treatment and when the level of government grants fell in 1892, every 
library was allocated a smaller grant. Mechanics’ Institutes had 
effectively defied the government’s policy on public access in the 
boom years up to 1887 and continued to survive in the lean times 
because of their ability to generate moderate amounts of income from 
commercial activities, such as the hire of halls and billiards; a 
source of revenue not readily available to free libraries. In this 
period of severe economic depression, some Mechanics’ Institutes 
claimed to have grown in terms of public appeal. For example, ‘keen 
interest’ was taken in the Apollo Bay Mechanics’ Institute library 
between 1887 and 1940 and the Fitzroy Mechanics’ Institute library 
was said to be ‘clean, cosy and filled with intelligent people’. But 
if true, these are unusual cases because the vast majority of 
libraries in the 1880-1890s were described as small and dark and 
struggled to survive because of low patronage and inadequate funding.  
                         
50  Victorian Parliament, Legislative Assembly, 1887, p. 792. 
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The more typical response to the crisis of the late-1880s was the 
claim that the St Arnaud library had fallen ‘a long way short of the 
aims of the founders’. Similarly Cusack refers to the ‘hundred dusty 
volumes’ in the Bendigo library. The Wagga Wagga Mechanics’ Institute 
library had also ‘fallen short of its original design’ as early as 
1870, which suggests that its committee was facing similar problems 
to those encountered throughout Victoria.51
 
This situation persisted well into the twentieth century and a few 
librarians, such as Jonathan Eddy, the librarian at the Ballarat East 
Free Library and Alfred McMicken from the City of Prahran library,52 
continued to protest about inadequate government support. Eddy was 
particularly critical that many libraries still received government 
grants whilst excluding the public from their libraries.53 His 
comments also suggest that those Mechanics’ Institutes that had 
reluctantly added the term ‘and Free Library’ to their title but had 
persisted in discouraging public access, were unlikely to invite 
public scrutiny of their operations. 
 
 
The BEFL committee put forward another rather unusual argument to 
improve its chances of receiving a favourable response from the 
colonial government when it claimed that its reference and non-
fiction collections were so extensive that it should be accorded 
separate financial status. At its annual meeting in February 1886, 
the president ‘vigorously advocated his grand vision’ that the 
Library ‘...be placed in an independent position analogous to that of 
the Melbourne Public Library’. He then called for the ‘hearty co-
operation of our Parliamentary representatives’.54 Messrs Russell and 
Murphy, MLA’s were instructed to petition the Chief Secretary who in 
turn assured the Ballarat representatives that the BEFL would be  
                         
51  J. Loney,  Twelve decades, a short history of Apollo Bay, Jenkins, Geelong, 1970, pp. 22-23; 
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 Gaston Renard, Melbourne, 1977; Y. Palmer, Tracks of the years: the Story of St Arnaud, 
 MUP, Melbourne, 1955, p. 196; F. Cusack, Canvas to Campus: a History of the Bendigo 
 Institute of Technology, Hawthorn Press, Melbourne, 1973, p. 87; Wagga Wagga Advertiser, 
 15 October 1870. 
52
  Prahran Public Library, 54th Annual Report, 1914. 
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  Geelong Advertiser, 22 April 1914. 
54  Ballarat Courier, 3 February 1886; Ballarat East Free Library, Minute Book, 4 June 
 1886. 
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favourably treated but this did not  eventuate and the situation 
worsened through the late 1880s. 55 In January 1888, the Chief 
Secretary advised the BEFL committee that since the mid-1860s, the 
government had allocated 3,485 pounds to this library, whereas local 
contributions had only totalled 3,276 pounds over the same period. 
Several months later, the Chief Secretary advised that his 
department’s annual grant to the BEFL would be reduced by twenty-five 
pounds if the Ballarat East Town Council and library committee failed 
to meet certain legal responsibilities associated with the 
trusteeship of the library building.56 The pressure seemed unrelenting 
and when presenting the Annual Report for 1889-90, the president 
stated that,  
 
...we have had considerable difficulty in complying with the 
demands of the Hon, the Chief Secretary in as much that he 
demanded [a copy of every] return from the commencement of the 
Library and we could only find books and records for the past 
seventeen years.57   
 
In 1892, the BEFL called for tenders to renovate the main reading 
room and to convert it into ‘The Library of Reference’ but no further 
action was taken.58
 
The belief that the Ballarat East Free Library could claim the same 
status as the Melbourne Public Library seems implausible given the 
disparity in their size. It was widely accepted that the BEFL was the 
largest municipal-based free library in Australia but its collection 
of 12,000 books hardly compared with the Melbourne Public Library’s 
70,000 volumes.59 The reasons why the local committee made such claims 
are unclear. It is possible that the pioneers who settled Ballarat 
were still optimists and were caught up in the sense of euphoria that 
pervaded Melbourne and colonial society in the 1880s60  
                         
55
  Ballarat East Free Library, Minute Book, 23 September 1886.  
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  ibid., 21 January 1888 - 13 June 1888.  
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  Ballarat East Free Library, Minute Book, June 1892. 
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Alternatively, the BEFL committee may have promoted the supremacy of 
its library in a pragmatic attempt to focus the debate on the quality 
of the collection and the number of visits to the library, as opposed 
to the town council and the government’s criticisms of the library’s 
low membership levels. It may also have been an attempt to compensate 
for the Township of Ballarat East’s gradual loss of civic, political 
and economic prominence.  
 
 
A problem confronting all library committees in the last decades of 
the nineteenth century was an inability to generate persuasive 
reports about the significance or the perilous plight of their 
libraries. While the founding committees of the 1860s had enjoyed 
considerable support from newspaper editors, the level of favourable 
reporting gradually diminished in the 1880s. This lack of detailed 
reporting of the problems facing libraries was compounded by the 
publication of a number of overly-confident descriptions of colonial 
libraries and by the absence of official records or government-
generated statistical reports that described libraries in a realistic 
manner. 
 
Independent commentators, including Bishop Moorhouse and historians 
Henry Gyles Turner and James Froude, claimed that Victoria was ‘a 
paradise for working men’ who enjoyed the benefits of an expanding 
economy in the 1880s.61 However an overly-generous assessment of 
Victorian libraries by a British visitor, C.W. Holgate, in 1884 
possibly damaged the case of all library committees throughout 
Victoria because of its timing and its  description of libraries. 
Holgate stated that his research was unique and in An Account of the 
Chief Libraries of Australia and Tasmania,62 he claimed that colonial 
libraries were ‘flourishing’ and ‘to myself it has been a matter of 
wonder and surprise to find such large and well managed 
libraries...’. Referring specifically to the BEFL, Holgate claimed 
that it was ‘...a credit to one of the most interesting towns in 
Australia...and was used by 120,000 [visitors] per annum’.63  
                         
61  G. Serle, op. cit., p. 90. 
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63  ibid., p. 25.  
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Unfortunately, the report failed to identify the financial plight of 
the larger libraries in Ballarat and Bendigo and provided these 
committees with no hard evidence to be used when negotiating a better 
financial deal with the colonial government. 
 
Compared with Holgate’s detailed assessment of colonial libraries, 
data published in Victorian Year-Books in the 1880-90s was 
superficial to the point of being useless because the information was 
based on estimated numbers of library visits and failed to separate 
the Melbourne Public Library from the colony’s other 300  Mechanics’ 
Institute and free libraries. Each Year-Book contained a single, pro-
forma paragraph about Victorian libraries, with the only change being 
the annually revised estimate of library visits. In a special 
edition, the Victorian Year-Book for 1903 devoted six pages to the 
description of colonial libraries, with particular reference to the 
larger institutions at Ballarat, Bendigo and Geelong. Unfortunately, 
the interpretation of the data was still ambiguous. For example, the 
newest library in Ballarat, the City of Ballaarat Free Library, was 
said to attract 243,144 visitors per annum (approximately 750 
visitors per day), which seem inaccurately high given that the 
Ballarat East Free Library had never attracted more than 130,000 
visitors per annum64. Even the much larger Melbourne Public Library 
only attracted 180,000 visitors per year in the 1880s.65 As late as 
1910-11 the Year-Book continued its long-established tradition of 
publishing estimates of annual library visits. 
 
Two Ballarat publications renowned for their extravagant praise of 
the city’s pioneers, Ballarat and Vicinity (1894) and Ballarat and 
District in 1901, maintained this focus on the size of the buildings 
and the collections as proof of civic progress. Information contained 
in Smith’s Cyclopaedia of Victoria in 1904, adopted a similar 
perspective to that contained in the Year-Books. In Volume 2: An 
Epitome of Progress, Smith presented a bizarre mix of current 
statistics and anecdotal material extracted from earlier Year-Books. 
For example, the reference to the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute 
library noted the size of the collection, the length of service of  
                         
64  Ballarat East Free Library, Minute Book, October 1889; Victorian Year-Book for 1903,  
 p. 78. 
65  Ballarat Courier, 10 September 1885. 
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its secretary, and the library’s ‘cheerful reading rooms’ and ‘well-
furnished news room’.66 The continued publication of this type of data 
meant that any politician being lobbied for additional funds could 
simply refer to official statistics demonstrating that more libraries 
were being constructed and that visitor numbers were high - while 
ignoring the fact that 95% of Victoria’s libraries had less than 
2,000 books and an average membership of under 100 subscribers. 
 
 
The isolation of so many library committees highlights another 
weakness in the nineteenth-century model because it became apparent 
that no single body championed its local library. Both the Ballarat 
Mechanics’ Institute Library and the Ballarat East Free Library were 
formed on the basis of a co-operative model that utilised the 
combined skills of voluntary committees, municipal councils and the 
colonial government. This model was common to a number of agencies 
throughout Victoria67 and was instrumental in the formation of scores 
of libraries in the 1850s-70s because of the embracing and persuasive 
powers of committees that included politicians, town councillors and 
newspaper editors. However, it was no longer an effective model in 
the 1880s because the ownership of libraries had fragmented to the 
extent that local committees managed the collections, the colonial 
government regulated the funding and municipalities controlled the 
usage of the buildings. Under these circumstances, the voluntary 
committee’s effectiveness had dissipated and no library, not even the 
once-powerful Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute library committee, 
enjoyed the support of a broadly-based or powerful lobby group. When 
the colonial government reduced its annual funding allocation in the 
late-1880s, there was no single body capable of protesting on behalf 
of libraries. As a result, voluntary committees, which had 
experienced few difficulties in securing grants of five hundred 
pounds in the 1860s, were often incapable of securing, or even 
retaining, grants of fifty pounds in the 1880s. 
 
The ineffectiveness of library committees can be further demonstrated 
by contrasting the fate of the Ballarat East Free Library and the  
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 Melbourne, 1904.  
67
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Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library with that of several other 
Ballarat institutions in the late-nineteenth century. The Ballarat 
Base Hospital and Ballarat’s School of Mines and Industries68 both 
displayed characteristics similar to those of the founding library 
committees in that they enjoyed the support of a relatively small 
number of active members who were able to influence the press and the 
wider community. But unlike library committees, these two 
organisations had other positive attributes, including a willingness 
to co-operate with likeminded bodies such as the Ballarat Benevolent 
Asylum committee and numerous professional associations. All 
libraries, hospitals and technical schools suffered during the 
economic crisis of the 1890s but the BBH and SMB were able to 
‘network’ their way out of the crisis by means of local benefaction, 
intensive lobbying by committees and the imposition of state 
legislation that both imposed and enforced standards. The Victorian 
government’s Free Libraries Act (1885) and Libraries Act (1890) 
contained specific clauses relating to public access to institute 
libraries but the legislation was not enforced by either the local 
committee or the government. By contrast, The Report of the Royal 
Commission on Charitable Institutions 1891, and The Fink Royal 
Commission on Technical Education, 1899-1901, resulted in far more 
controls being imposed on the committees of management of hospitals 
and technical education facilities. 
 
All nineteenth-century library committees must share the blame for 
their growing isolation within the colony and within their local 
communities. With the exception of the Ballarat East Free Library’s 
collection of data to present to the Chief Secretary in July 1884 and 
September 1885, few library committees adopted common standards or 
collated information that could be used to persuade their municipal 
and colonial government representatives to continue supporting 
libraries. Nor was this situation unique to Victoria: Marcum69 and 
Valentine70 both argue that American libraries were also suffering  
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the negative effects of the ‘vigorous individualism’ of their 
committees.  
 
Print and Non-print rivals to the public library 
 
There were a number of reading alternatives to the institute or free 
library and even a cursory analysis of book sales, specialist 
libraries, the role of newspapers and serialised fiction, and the 
popularity of commercial subscription libraries, suggests that these 
facilities would prove highly attractive to a growing and literate 
population with more leisure opportunities. In Ballarat, where 
library committees were forced to allocate a large proportion of 
their funds to the maintenance of imposing buildings, (Appendix 3) it 
seems inevitable that smaller, but ubiquitous, commercial lending 
libraries would prove more popular than the BEFL and the BMIL. The 
minute books of these two libraries make no reference to the external 
challenges that faced the traditional public libraries in Ballarat at 
this time but there is considerable evidence to suggest that these 
challenges were real. 
 
The importation of books into Victoria to the value of 200,000 pounds 
per annum between 1875-1938,71 when coupled with the reduced buying 
power of public libraries from the mid-1880s,72 indicates that the  
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 Year  Bookstock  Total Exp. on Libraries  % 
   (pounds)  (pounds) 
 1913       11106   65319   17.1 
 1914    8586   52642   16.3 
   -      -                     -        - 
 1916    7522   48159   15.6 
 1917    7340   45436   16.1 
 1918    7723   52994   14.5 
     -                      -                    -     - 
 1922       11670   88633   13.0 
     -                             -                            -                           - 
 1938       12265   68323   18.0 
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vast majority of these imports went to retail outlets and thence to 
individual buyers/readers. The operation of three major bookshops by 
Messrs Ewins, Summerscales and Vale, and thirty lesser ‘Booksellers 
and Stationers’ in Ballarat between 1888-1903,73 also suggests that 
there was a strong retail market for books. 
 
By the 1890s there was a surge in interest in Australian literature 
and an on-going debate about the role of libraries in the provision 
of such material74 although previously cited evidence suggests that 
budget restraints prevented colonial libraries from playing a 
significant role in this area. Speaking at the first conference of 
the Library Association of Australia, Edward Ellis Morris (1843-1902) 
presented a paper on ‘Australian Authors and Libraries’ in which he 
argued that public libraries should be encouraged to buy more 
Australian literature and less ‘cheap yellowbacks’. Morris was an 
educationist and author and a lifelong champion of libraries and in 
his speech, he bemoaned the fact that only seventeen Australian 
libraries had purchased a copy of his biography of Chief Justice 
Higinbotham. Morris blamed this reluctance to buy Australian books on 
the insatiable demand for cheap fiction, snobbery and ‘coloniophobia’ 
but failed to mention that this biography of his father-in-law had 
been published in London, not Australia.75 (The Ballarat East Free 
Library had one copy of the book.76)  
 
Ballarat residents had access to two quality morning dailies, the 
Courier and the Star, in addition to a number of other newspapers  
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including the Evening Echo. Because of its coverage of world news and 
its extensive use of illustrations, the Evening Echo was a virtual 
geography, history and politics lesson for the casual reader and was 
a popular newspaper for forty years until its demise in the Great 
Depression. In the 1870s the Australasian newspaper devoted two pages 
per issue to the serialisation of two novels simultaneously. Each of 
these newspapers, and a number of magazines such as The Bulletin,77 
Australian Journal and Lone Hand, were popular because they printed 
large quantities of Australian verse and serialised fiction.78
 
The operation of a number of school, church and specialist libraries79 
meant that the traditional role of the institute and free library was 
further eroded. One example was the Ballarat Ironworkers and 
Polytechnic Association’s library that was established in early 1882. 
(It must be more than a coincidence that only two months before the 
Ballarat Ironworkers and Polytechnic Association formed its library, 
the committee of the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute had turned down a 
request from ‘Professors and Assistants at the School of Mines’ for 
free access to the scientific journals section of the Mechanics’ 
Institute library.80) The founders of the BIPA argued that skilled 
craftsmen required more than basic technical skills in order to 
manufacture machinery and decorative ironwork - members also required 
an appreciation of ‘beauty, grace and refinement’. The BIPA agreed to 
supply new books to the School of Mines and Industries library in 
exchange for the use of rooms for evening classes and by 1905 the 
Association had acquired 1,540 books and an extensive journal 
collection.81 At this time Ballarat’s ironworkers were involved in 
highly competitive work in locomotive, bicycle, agricultural 
machinery and building construction, in addition to the  
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manufacture of a large amount of decorative ironwork, and under these 
circumstances it can be assumed that the Association’s bookstock was 
more up-to-date than the 95 books listed under ‘Mechanics, 
Engineering and Mining’ at the Ballarat East Free Library or at the 
Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library. Based on earlier references to 
the number of donated books being acquired by the BEFL and the BMIL 
and the reluctance of those libraries to discard old stock, it can be 
assumed that several generations of Ballarat tradesmen were forced to 
look beyond the Institute or free library for their reading material 
and the companionship of their peers. 
 
Finally, the growing number of commercially operated subscription 
libraries represented yet another challenge to the nineteenth-century 
public library. Little is known about Hume’s bookstall at the 
Ballarat Railway Station or the other six privately-operated 
subscription libraries that were established in Ballarat between 
1890-1920 but there can be little doubt that the growth and 
popularity of commercial circulating libraries represented a serious 
challenge to the traditional public library because of their low cost 
structure and the speed with which new titles could be delivered to 
readers.82  
 
In addition to the print-based challenges to the popularity of the 
library books, there were many other activities such as sporting 
events, dances, euchre parties, picnics, politics, shopping and 
theatre that must have been attractive to a literate, healthy and 
energetic population. One of those periodic newspaper debates about 
the relevance of the library occurred in mid-1880 and the content of 
a series of letters to the editor demonstrates the level of 
competition facing the library committee. In May 1880 it was reported 
that the Ballarat East Free Library had organised a number of public 
lectures as a means of educating the public and raising income. The 
committee invited the Reverend William Henderson, from St Andrews’ 
Kirk, to lecture on ‘Great Books’ and Mr James Campbell to lecture on 
‘Five Great Sights of Europe’. Their lectures were well received but, 
when the Reverend Gulliver delivered a lecture on the merits of  
                         
82
  J. Arnold, ‘Cultivating the armchair reader...’,  D. Walker, (ed.),  op. cit.,  pp. 67-79;  
 C. Mills, ‘The Bookstall Novel’, D. Walker, (ed.), op. cit., pp. 87-99. 
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‘self-education’ as opposed to school-based education, there was a 
furore, not about the subject matter, but because of the night of the 
lecture. Several correspondents criticised the library committee for 
scheduling the lecture on the same evening that three other 
organisations were holding meetings.83 Obviously there is no firm 
evidence to suggest that library patrons failed to renew their 
subscription in order to play football, attend a mayoral ball or to a 
attend political rally, but local press reports clearly show that 
there were many alternatives available to Ballarat residents who had 
more discretionary income and leisure at their disposal.84  
 
Conclusion
 
It has been shown that both the Ballarat East Free Library committee 
and the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library committee suffered a 
series of setbacks within their local community and within the 
political sphere. Both committees lost ground because they were 
unable to rely on the support of local politicians and were incapable 
of countering the impact of a number of publications that suggested 
that libraries were flourishing. Nor was there any evidence to 
suggest that library committees were aware of the challenges that 
they were facing from other print and non-print sources of 
information and recreation. In the following chapter it is shown that 
Ballarat’s major library committees had not developed a strategy to 
overcome these problems or a willingness to critically examine the 
dominant public library model. Furthermore it is argued that the 
behaviour and increasingly conservative attitudes of the library 
committee exacerbated these problems.  
 
 
                         
83
  Ballarat Courier, 10 May 1880, 7 July 1880. 
84
  In July 1899, the Ballarat Courier devoted 3,000 words to a description of the Mayoral Ball. 
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    Chapter 6
 
  Aging Custodians: Library Management
 
In this chapter it is argued that the composition of each committee, 
and its attitude toward the public became increasingly conservative, 
and, as a consequence, the degree of antagonism that existed between 
library committees and the community intensified. Previously it has 
been shown that a series of largely-external, political, demographic 
and economic factors resulted in a diminution in the effectiveness of 
Ballarat’s library committees. Here it is argued that an even more 
significant factor was the behaviour and attitude of each committee 
to its librarian and to the community, and, the perception that both 
the Ballarat East Free Library and the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute 
Library committees were reactionary and their libraries  uninviting. 
This growing conservatism had a long-term and negative impact on 
library membership and participation rates. 
 
Membership of library committees
 
The effectiveness of the three Ballarat libraries was directly 
influenced by the nature of their committee structure and the 
characteristics of their members. This can be seen in terms of the 
professional, occupational and demographic composition of members, 
the longevity of service by individuals and the inability of library 
committees to attract the membership of younger men or women. 
 
Clergymen, lay preachers and men of strong religious conviction 
played a significant role in Ballarat’s formative years and were 
often staunch supporters of libraries throughout the colony,1 
although there is little evidence to suggest that they were active 
members of library committees in Ballarat. 
 
Most clergymen supported the view that the provision of library 
services on the goldfields would ward off the perils of ‘gold-
worship’ and ‘the wild oratory of the disaffected’2 but, with the  
                         
1  B. Hubber, op. cit.; J. Eastwood, op. cit.; J. Lowden, ‘Kilmore Mechanics’ Institute and  Free 
 Library’, unpublished report, 1995. 
2
  Argus, 1 February 1853; Illustrated Journal of Australasia, 1857, p. 169. 
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notable exception of Dr Thornton, the Church of England’s Bishop of 
Ballarat, and a Baptist minister, few clergymen served on library 
committees - as opposed to chairing the initial public meeting. Those 
who did serve on committees were invariably appointed to the book 
selection sub-committee but played a less important role on the 
management committee. An analysis of minute books shows that they 
seldom raised items of general business at meetings and rarely acted 
as president, secretary or treasurer, nor took part in formal 
delegations or building committees.3 For example, Canon McMurray 
joined the committee in 1889 and resigned in June 1892, prior to his 
departure to New Zealand. He seldom attended meetings and was not 
replaced.4 Sunter’s examination of the role of one Ballarat pioneer, 
James Oddie, identifies the fundamental importance of his Wesleyan 
principles and his commitment to social justice throughout his life. 
However, Oddie, described as ‘the Father of Ballarat’, did not have a 
direct involvement in the operation of the Ballarat Mechanics’ 
Institute library, although it is plausible that he was simply too 
busy with other pursuits. More significantly, Sunter’s list of the 
seventy most-influential Methodists in nineteenth-century Ballarat 
identifies thirteen who were members of the Ballarat Mechanics’ 
Institute but only three men of this particular religious 
denomination, (Messrs Ham, Campbell and James,) who were ever members 
of the library committee.5
 
In contrast, a large number of men with mining and mine management 
experience joined the BEFL and BMIL committees in the 1860s and 
remained on them for decades. In the absence of firm evidence, it can 
be assumed that the miners were sympathetic to the goals of an 
organisation such as a library that encouraged self-help and adult 
education. A similar situation arose in Bendigo6 where a number of  
                         
3  Ballarat East Free Library, Minute Book, 1887-1899. 
4
  ibid., June 1892. 
5  A. B. Sunter, James Oddie (1824-1911), His Life and the Wesleyan Contribution to 
 Ballarat,. M.A. Thesis, School of Humanities, Deakin University, 1989, pp. 182-187. 
6  W. Kimberly, Bendigo and Vicinity, F.W. Niven, Melbourne, 1895; G. Mackay, Annals of 
 Bendigo, 1892-1909, G. Mackay & Co., Bendigo, c.1909. For example, Messrs  Bayne, 
 Hayes, Harcourt and Richardson were born in Ireland and Scotland and migrated to the 
 Australian colonies in the early 1850s. All prospered as a result of their luck on the goldfields 
 and later became active members of numerous committees in addition to their library 
 commitments. Mackay praises their astute management, saying ‘all the  things that surround 
 Bendigo residents of to-day are the memorialised works of these pioneers’ and also comments 
 on the virtue of their increasingly conservative attitudes, which reflected the city’s self-image 
 in the latter decades of the nineteenth century.  
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men who maintained a long association with libraries also had a 
mining background. Mine managers and mining speculators were well 
represented on the City of Ballaarat Free Library committee, as six 
directors of the Queen and Jubilee Mining Company, were also members 
of the CBFL in the early 1880s.7 The committees of both the BMIL and 
the BEFL also included a number of mining speculators but, in the 
latter case, such an association with mine managers was often far 
from beneficial.  
 
In a city that was dominated by mining, one episode occurred in 1882 
that must have sorely tested the patience and the financial viability 
of the Ballarat East Free Library. Between 1880-1882 the committee 
received reports of damage to its building because of the impact of 
mining taking place beneath the building. The committee requested the 
Britannia Quartz Mining Company to desist mining in this location but 
the company replied by offering to sell its mining lease to the 
Library Committee for 1,500 pounds. After ‘mature deliberation and 
without prejudice’ the BEFL committee agreed to pay the Britannia QMC 
the sum of 600 pounds for the lease. This offer was made by John 
Fitzherbert, the Librarian of the BEFL on behalf of his committee 
and, incredibly, accepted by W. H. Batten (the Secretary/ Librarian 
of the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute), in his capacity as the legal 
secretary of the Britannia QMC. The negotiations took a heavy toll in 
more than a financial sense because Fitzherbert died a fortnight 
after this exchange. Several years later, the library building was 
still affected by structural problems and the committee 
unsuccessfully sought compensation.8 Notwithstanding this episode, 
the effectiveness of those pioneering members of Ballarat’s mining 
fraternity diminished as the mining industry declined9 and as 
Ballarat’s economic and political wellbeing became increasingly  
                         
7  Directors of the Queen and Jubilee Mining Company who had been members of the City  of 
 Ballaarat Free Library included E.H.L. Swifte, the Hon. W.C. Smith MLA, the Hon. J. 
 Williamson, MLC, & E. Morey (a city councillor and mayor), David Ham (politician and 
 local businessman) and Balhausen (local businessman and a committee member of the 
 Ballarat German Association’s library). 
8
  Ballarat East Free Library, Minute Book, 15 July 1882, 5 September 1882, 24 September 
 1885, 26 September 1887. 
9  G. Serle, op. cit.,  p. 63. 
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dominated by bankers, industrialists, factory owners and solicitors.10  
 
 
A pool of ‘Old Colonists’ retained lifelong associations with 
numerous public institutions in Ballarat including the hospital, 
benevolent home, libraries and the art gallery. While these pioneers 
continued to espouse the twin virtues of individualism and self-
improvement that had served them so well, they became more 
conservative in their appearance and attitudes, and this  
conservatism eventually had a detrimental impact on the library.11 Few 
committee members seemed willing or capable of finding replacements 
for themselves on library committees and as a consequence, length of 
service was often more conspicuous than quality of service. The 
removal of members who failed to attend the requisite number of 
meetings was a thing of the past and few committees held elections. 
There were a few notable exceptions throughout the colonies. For 
example, at the Armidale School of Arts, an election was hotly 
contested in 1865 when accusations of stacked meetings and a sit-in 
by several deposed committee men caused a public furore although 
Ferry notes that the long-term effect of this dispute was negative in 
the sense that community support for the Institute’s library waned 
after this debacle.12 Prior to the 1880-81 annual general meeting of 
the Maryborough library, the Secretary declared his opposition to the 
habit of automatically re-electing the retiring committee because he 
was ‘of the opinion that the infusion of fresh blood in the committee 
cannot have other than a beneficial effect’. Despite his best 
efforts, the election resulted in the return of the three clergymen 
to the committee (Reverends Du Bois, Cameron and Smeaton) and two of 
the three retiring members.13 But these elections were a rarity and 
minute books of most library committees, and the three Ballarat 
libraries in particular, constantly refer to retiring members being 
re-elected unopposed.  
 
                         
10  W. Bate, op. cit.,  pp. 269-270. 
11  W. Withers, op. cit.; W. Kimberly, Ballarat and Vicinity, F. W. Niven, Ballarat,  1894;   
 W. Bate, op. cit.  
12
  J. Ferry, Colonial Armidale, University of Queensland Press, St Lucia, 1999, p. 191. 
13  Maryborough and Dunolly Advertiser, 30 May 1881. 
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Decades of service to the library committee became the norm and, in 
many instances, men literally took the position for life. One long-
serving member of the Ballarat East Free Library committee, William 
Scott, JP, was born in County Tyrone, Ireland in 1828 and migrated to 
Ballarat in 1853. He was a founder of the BEFL in  1860 and was still 
on the committee forty-three years later at the time of his death in 
1903.14 Other committee  members included Mr Lakeland who served for 
twenty years until his death and Mr Twentyman, a committee member for 
thirteen years until his death in 1899 at the age of seventy. 
Similarly, George Kent and Edward Rosenblum joined the library 
committee in their thirties and remained on it until they retired 
from public life forty years later. 
 
There is no evidence to suggest that the elderly members of a 
committee voluntarily retired in order to let younger men take over. 
In fact, it appears that the older members had a natural inclination 
to select replacements from their own peer group. There were 
certainly plenty of elderly men to choose from in Ballarat, with the 
number of males aged over forty-five increasing from 10% of the 
population in 1871 to 20% in 1901.15 Prior to 1875, the average age of 
the BEFL committee members was thirty-six years whereas after that 
date it rose to fifty-two years. Many were far older than the 
average, with David Patterson, William Thompson and James Vickery all 
septuagenarians when they joined the committee. Mr John Molloy, a 
school teacher joined the committee at the age of thirty-three and 
only resigned in 1894, at the age of fifty-five, to take up another 
position in Melbourne. Six months later his position was filled by 
John Phillips, a sixty-five year old, retired produce merchant, who 
had previously served on the library committee in the 1880s.16 With 
the changing legislative requirements regarding to the leasehold of 
the library building, the Ballarat East Town Council appointed 
several nominees to the committee in the late-1880s. These 
representatives were invariably short-term appointees obliged to 
serve only a one- or two-year term but even these temporary, possibly  
                         
14  W. Kimberly, op. cit.,  p. 135. Scott was a Town Councillor for twenty-five years. In 
 1888 he  took  leave of absence to travel ‘Home’ and on his return to Ballarat resumed his 
 duties on the library committee. 
15  W. Bate, op. cit., p. 268. 
16
  Ballarat East Free Library, Minute Book, May 1895. 
 159
reluctant, members had an average age of sixty-two years when serving 
on the library committee in the 1890s. (Appendix 4) 
 
In the western municipality, William Henry Batten’s association with 
the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute library was exceptional but not 
necessarily unique. He was twenty-nine years of age at the time of 
his appointment as  Secretary in 1859. In addition to his role at the 
Mechanics’ Institute, Batten was the paid legal secretary or chairman 
of several gold mining companies. He remained Secretary-Librarian 
until his eightieth year in 191017 and was subsequently replaced by 
his son, Henry Cole Batten, who held the same position until 1951 - a 
total of ninety-two years of service. Like their counterparts in 
Ballarat East, members of the BMIL committee were long serving and 
elderly, a trend that never changed. In 1916, six of the nine 
committee men, and in 1935, nine of the fifteen had held their 
positions for more than a decade.18
 
Kimberly’s biographical essays on 130 prominent citizens of Ballarat 
in the 1890s emphasised the age, maturity, wisdom and reliability of 
his elderly male subjects. Only about six of these men were described 
as ‘young’ (i.e. less that fifty years of age), and each had either 
established his own business or assumed control of his father’s 
business. However there is no indication that these ‘young men’ were 
members of committees that promoted galleries, schools or other 
cultural activities.19
 
Despite the relative size of Ballarat’s aged population, the city 
continued to provide opportunities for young adults. Signs of the 
city’s maturity included the establishment of eighteen new schools in 
the late-1870s as a direct result of the Education Act of 1872,20 the 
development of more sporting clubs and the continued growth of the 
School of Mines and Industries, due in part to the generous patronage 
of Sir Redmond Barry. Ballarat citizens were active members of the  
                         
17  Ballarat Courier, 17 November 1910. Batten’s retirement from the Ballarat Mechanics’ 
 Institute at the age of  eighty compares with that of James Vallins who retired from the City of 
 Ballaarat Free Library aged seventy-one  in 1902. 
18  Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library, Minute Book; K. Davison, op. cit.  
19  W. Kimberly, op. cit. See for example the biographies of Messrs Davies, Peady, 
 Williams,  Miller & Madden, 
20  Victoria, Education Act 1872 (No. 447, 17 December 1872) 
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militia, unions continued to grow, debating societies flourished and 
local citizens were heavily involved in the events leading up to 
federation.21 The growth and patronage of these newer organisations 
suggests that the city contained a large number of young men who were 
willing to contribute to society. 
 
The Australian Natives Association (ANA) was one of a number of 
organisations that attracted the support of younger, Australian-born 
men who, in an earlier decade, might have been prepared to volunteer 
their services to a library committee. Ballarat’s ANA was formed in 
the turbulent 1870s and within a decade had 1,000 members and was 
claimed to be the largest branch in Australia. In contrast to the 
three library committees, the Ballarat ANA benefited from the steady 
influx of new members to its committee.22 Menadue’s brief history of 
the ANA refers to its founders in much the same way as the more 
traditional local historians referred to those who founded colonial 
townships and libraries in the 1850s-60s.23 The Ballarat branch of the 
ANA played a pivotal role as the administrative centre of the 
Association between 1881-1890, and the election of O’Callaghan from 
Sandhurst and Cadden from Ballarat, as Chief Presidents in 1877-78 
and 1879-80 respectively, highlights the influence of a ‘goldfields 
junta’ of younger men who were prepared to act on a colony-wide 
basis.24 One important member of the Ballarat ANA was Robert Williams, 
who was born in Ballarat in 1856, and was a school teacher prior to 
assuming the editorship of the Ballarat Courier. Williams had a clear 
understanding of trade unionism, politics and bureaucratic networks 
and used his newspaper to champion local and national causes that 
appealed to those less radical and more democratic citizens who 
favoured organised change. His ‘power of youth’ was mentioned by both 
Kimberly and Bate25 and the fate of Ballarat’s public libraries may 
have been quite different had young men such as Williams offered the 
same level of support to the public library movement as their 
predecessors.  
 
                         
21  W. Bate, op. cit.,  pp. 232-259. 
22  K. Rash, op. cit.,  pp. 1-4. 
23  J. Menadue, A Centenary History of the Australian Natives Association, 1871-1971. 
 Horticultural Press, Melbourne, 1971, pp. 1-7. 
24  G. Serle, op. cit.,  p. 309. 
25  W. Bate, op. cit., p. 229; W. Kimberly, op. cit.  
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The relationship between committees and librarians
 
The typical nineteenth-century librarian’s status was low in terms of 
recognition by the committee, full-time employment opportunities, the 
performance of ‘professional’ duties and adequate payment. While 
librarians may have had a direct impact on the operation of the 
library, it is difficult to qualify this relationship because of the 
imbalance of power which existed between committees and their staff. 
Mechanics’ Institute librarians were usually designated 
‘secretary/librarian’ or ‘librarian/collector’ but their positions 
were subordinate and their contribution at meetings was unrecorded.26 
The title ‘librarian’ usually denoted a voluntary custodian whereas 
‘secretary/librarian’ implied that although the occupant held a paid 
position27 he or she was expected to supplement their income by other 
means.
28
 Economic circumstances affected a Mechanics’ Institute’s 
ability to pay adequate wages; for example, in 1872 the BMIL was 
forced to reduce its secretary/librarian’s wage by 50%, although the 
committee advised Batten that it still had complete confidence in 
him.29 As previously noted, Batten also took employment as a company 
secretary of several mining companies. 
 
Beckwith’s assessment of the low status of British librarians in the 
nineteenth century was equally applicable to Victorian librarians30 
when he argues that they were,  
 
...no more than the custodian of the books and the stern 
administrator of the rules laid down for him. He [was expected] 
to contribute nothing but deference to the members of the 
library committee.31  
 
                         
26  J. Adams, ‘More than librarie keepers’ in Books, Libraries and Reader in Colonial 
 Australia’, Graduate School of Librarianship, Monash University, Clayton, 1984. pp. 93-96. 
27  S. Healy, op. cit., p. 55. 
28  In  the Castlemaine Mechanics’ Institute and Literary and Scientific Association’s 
 Catalogue for 1869,  the Secretary/Librarian ( Mr Eric Finlayson) is also identified as a 
 General Commission Agent for the AMP Life Assurance Society, and a Rent and Debt 
 collector. See also Castlemaine Mail, 12-26 June 1943. 
29  Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library, Annual General Meeting, May 1872. On the 
 same occasion, the committee dismissed the library assistant but offered him life membership 
 as compensation. 
30  J. Adams, op. cit., pp. 93-95. 
31  F. Beckwith, ‘The Eighteenth Century Proprietary Library  in England’, Journal of 
 Documentation, no. 3, 1947. p. 91. 
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Several larger Mechanics’ Institutes had book selection sub-
committees but there is little evidence to suggest that these 
Institutes were willing to authorise their librarians to buy most of 
the new stock.32 The librarians at the Ballarat and Bendigo Institute 
and free libraries were given some autonomy in this area but this was 
not a common practice.  
 
Unlike the situation in the USA,33 there has been little analysis of 
the managerial authority or professionalism of the late-nineteenth 
century librarian in Australia.34 Passet claims that Institute and 
free libraries in the USA were managed by women35 and Marcum argues 
that the vast majority of American libraries were established, 
managed and patronised by middle-class women36 but there is only 
minimal evidence to suggest that the same level of management by 
women was evident in Victoria. Colac’s library was operated by a 
‘librarienne’ for eight years and the library temporarily closed when 
a replacement could not be found to take her place.37 Elsewhere, the 
Seymour library was managed by Miss Carney38 and at Parkes, the 
principal attribute of Miss Davis was her  preparedness to work for 
60% of the male rate of pay.39 However newspapers and empirical data 
used by Rochester40 and Upward and Whyte41 indicate that the vast  
                         
32  L. Kwasitsu, op. cit., p. 157. 
33
  By comparison, the role of the librarian in the USA has been subject to intense scrutiny and 
 all indications suggest that their status was little better than their Australian counterparts. See 
 for example, J. Hagger, Public Library service in Victoria, James Bennett, Sydney, 1966; J. 
 Dana, ‘Hear the Other Side: Presidential Address to the American Library Association’,  
 Library Journal, September 1896; Nation, 23 August 1883. F. Miksa, (ed.), Charles Ammi 
 Cutter, Library systematizer, Libraries unlimited, Littleton, Colo, 1977; Nation, 27 July 1876,  
 23 August 1876.. 
34
  J. Adams, op. cit., pp. 93-96.  
35  J. Passet, ‘Reaching the Rural Reader’, Libraries and Culture,  vol. 26, no. 1, 1991, pp. 385-
 388. 
36  D. Marcum, op. cit.  
37  I. Hebb, The History of Colac and District, (1888), Hawthorn Press, Melbourne, 1970,   
 pp. 323-328. 
38  H. Martindale, New Crossing Place: the story of Seymour and its Shire, F. W. Cheshire, 
 Melbourne, 1958, p. 138. 
39  Parkes, One hundred years of local government, Griffin Press, Adelaide, 1982.  
 pp. 98-100. 
40  M. Rochester, ‘Australian Library History Research’, Libraries and Culture, vol. 25, no 1, 
 Winter 1990, pp. 115-129. 
41  F. Upward & J. Whyte, (eds.), Peopling a Profession: papers from the Fourth Forum on 
 Australian Library History, Monash University,  25 September 1989, Ancora Press, 
 Melbourne, 1991.  
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majority of the Australian librarians were men. There were no female 
librarians in Ballarat in the nineteenth century. 
 
There are numerous reports of librarians being dismissed for 
drunkenness and incompetence42 and at least three library assistants 
at the BMIL were dismissed for ‘intemperate habits’ and the theft of 
money.43 Batten and his committee, which supervised all appointments, 
may have been bad judges of character because of their tendency to 
employ disreputable persons but given that the most common offence 
was the theft of petty cash, this suggests that low wages and the 
availability of members’ subscriptions may have been the real 
culprits. 
 
In spite of numerous references to the low status of colonial 
librarians, there is considerable evidence to show that, for a short 
time at least, the Ballarat, Bendigo and Maryborough libraries 
employed full-time and highly respected librarians. The status of 
three librarians at the Ballarat East Free Library between 1872-1892 
suggests that there was a strong rapport between committee and 
librarian. The BEFL committee was committed to employing its 
librarian for the sole purpose of managing the library and initially 
there was no suggestion that they were required to carry out other 
duties (such as caretaker, collector of subscriptions, billiard room 
manager or insurance salesman) that were usually associated with the 
position of secretary/librarian at a Mechanics’ Institute. However, 
the following overview shows that the employment opportunities of 
three librarians at the BEFL rose and fell in unison with the 
financial viability of the library. 
 
When appointed in 1872, John Fitzherbert was forty-four years of age 
and paid a very high salary of 220 pounds per annum. In addition, his 
Assistant/Collector of Subscriptions was paid 90 pounds per annum 
plus a bonus. On 2 May 1875 Fitzherbert’s salary was further 
increased to 250 pounds and his status was such that he was permitted  
                         
42  S. Encel, Librarians: a survey, Copy of  manuscript at La Trobe University Library, 
 1972, F. Cass, Librarians in New South Wales: a Study, Libraries Board of South 
 Australia, Adelaide, 1972, pp. 55-56; Bendigo Advertiser, 7 January 1865. 
43  Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute, Minute Books, August 1883, May 1884, November 1885, 
 September 1904. 
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to spend five pounds per month on books and journals without the 
approval of the committee. There are no records pertaining to 
Fitzherbert’s training or prior employment but he was a well-
respected officer and it is therefore an irony that he attracted a 
degree of notoriety in the weeks following his death in September 
1882.44
 
Solomon Mendoza was appointed on 18 October 1882 and played a 
prominent role in representing the BEFL in the community and in the 
political arena. As at the Bendigo45 and Maryborough46 libraries, the 
BEFL committee took pride in the accomplishments of its librarian but 
this pride was soured by budget constraints which resulted in 
Mendoza’s total salary being reduced to 200 pounds which included an 
allowance for collecting subscriptions. Mendoza subsequently resigned 
to take a more lucrative, non-library, position in Melbourne and the 
committee took the opportunity to present him with an illuminated 
testimonial which referred to his ‘high character for trustworthiness 
and integrity’.47 Financial constraints continued to plague the BEFL 
committee with the result that Mendoza’s replacement, Mr Joseph 
Trevor, was only paid 156 pounds per annum. In spite of this 
reduction, forty-two people applied for the position which was 
subsequently reduced to a part-time position from 1888. The reduced 
salary and loss of status was largely due to the committee’s 
inability to attract adequate grants and the librarian’s inability to  
                         
44
  The Catholic Church refused to officiate at his burial service but would not state its 
 reasons and this created a public outcry. The Ballarat Star  (29 September 1882) stated  that 
 the role of the Church was an ‘inexcusable offence to the public conscience’ but the mystery 
 was never resolved. The Ballarat East Free Library committee passed a motion of condolence 
 to Fitzherbert’s family. However, it appears that the committee was deeply troubled by the 
 embarrassing circumstances surrounding the burial of Fitzherbert and six months later (3 
 April 1883) it was reported that his friends had commissioned a life-sized portrait of the 
 deceased gentleman and agreed that the portrait would be hung in the Library. The project had 
 been arranged by Mr Molloy, the past president of the Library committee and the unveiling 
 ceremony was attended by local politicians, two mayors, committee men and other leading 
 citizens. Numerous speeches were made and all agreed that Fitzherbert was ‘an able, zealous 
 and faithful officer’ who served the entire community. Molloy’s address at the unveiling 
 ceremony tells as much about the librarian as it does about the environment in which the 
 committee functioned.   
45
  Bendigo Advertiser, 29 September 1882. The Mechanics’ Institute  librarian was 
 described as ‘a guide, friend and philosopher to the great army of readers’ in Bendigo. 
46
  Maryborough and Dunolly Advertiser, 31 May 1880. The librarian at the Maryborough Free 
 Library was praised for the skilful manner in which he ‘diffused knowledge to local 
 residents’.  
47  Ballarat East Free Library, Minute Books, 1887-1899. 
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solicit sufficient income from subscribers and potential subscribers. 
In keeping with the Library’s lower profile within the community, Mr 
Trevor was respected by his committee but his status as a librarian 
attracted almost no public reaction and he played a minimal role in 
promoting the library.48
 
Given the adverse circumstances facing the largest free library in 
the colony in the 1870s-1890s, it is not surprising that hundreds of 
smaller colonial library committees were unable to employ a librarian 
on anything other than a part-time, or even voluntary, basis. The 
status of a few librarians appears to have risen in the 1870s-80s but 
the typical colonial librarian’s status fell to that of part-time 
keeper of the books, collector of subscriptions and caretaker of the 
building. Under these circumstances, it is inconceivable to think 
that any librarian in Ballarat would be able to influence the book 
selection policies or the public profile of his or her library.  
 
Library committees’ attitude to the public 
 
In the face of a number of challenges - ranging from marginalisation 
of library committees within the political process, the diminished 
status of its librarians and to the growth of non-library reading 
alternatives - committee members of both the BMIL and the BEFL 
adopted an increasingly conservative and often truculent attitude 
toward library patrons and the community at large. The theft of books 
created an inordinate amount of distress for library committees 
because they were deeply offended by individuals who stole books and 
otherwise displayed their disregard of the library. This sense of 
frustration resulted in the imposition of extremely harsh penalties 
on offenders. In May 1875 the committee of the BMIL offered a huge 
reward of twenty-five pounds for information leading to the arrest of 
the person who was responsible for damaging books. In August 1881, 
W.B. Withers wrote to the secretary of his own Institute to complain 
about the public’s ‘abominable habit’ of mutilating books. In 
September 1885, a former member of the Institute library was banned 
for life and imprisoned for stealing books. Apparently this penalty 
did not deter other offenders because, in July 1892, the committee  
                         
48
  Municipal directories indicate that Joseph Trevor was also a part-time music teacher. 
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engaged the services of a private detective to watch the public 
reading room and apprehend people committing acts of vandalism and 
theft. It was subsequently noted that Mr English, the detective, was 
unsuccessful because ‘he is too well known’, which suggests that role 
was apprehension, not prevention.49  
 
The behaviour of women readers also tested the patience of the 
committee at the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute library. On one 
occasion it was resolved that,  
 
...the pages of the ladies suggestion book be pasted together 
and a notice written on a fresh page requesting the ladies not 
to allow the book to be made the receptacle of idle and 
impertinent remarks.50    
 
A decade later it was recorded in the minutes that,  
 
...very great annoyance is caused by dogs which members, (the 
principal offenders being ladies) bring to the library. If the 
lady...admits ownership, remonstrances are useless.51
 
In July 1884, the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute committee (not the 
Library committee) resolved that Miss Hart’s application to hire the 
hall to deliver a lecture on women’s rights be rejected and 
furthermore, that she ‘be not admitted to the building’. Miss Hart 
did, however, deliver her lecture at the Avoca Mechanics’ Institute 
in September 1884.52  
 
In 1887 the BMIL committee even managed to become involved in a 
public debate with its own parent body about the quality of the books 
in the library. The president of the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute, 
Mr Date, delivered a lecture to the Baptist Literary Association in 
which he told his audience that half the books in the Institute’s 
library were ‘rubbish’. His comments were then reported in the  
                         
49  Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library, Minute Book, August 1881, August 1885, July 
 1892. 
50  ibid., April 1875. 
51
  ibid., November 1886. 
52
  ibid., July 1884. 
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Ballarat Evening Echo and as a result, the library committee 
undertook a thorough analysis of the stock and concluded that its 
collection policies were sound. Furthermore, the committee criticised 
Mr Date for his remarks, which, if accurately reported, were a 
‘tissue of foul slanders’. Mr Date claimed that he had been 
misreported.53 At the Ballarat East Free Library, the committee was 
advised that children between the ages of eight to twelve years 
caused ‘considerable annoyance’ because of their dirty hands and 
because they occupied seats in the reading room. Stronger supervision 
was required if the ‘Library is to be used as was intended, for the 
improvement of the people’.54  
 
In spite of these incidents, the Ballarat East Free Library argued 
that it had always provided generous levels of access to residents 
even though books could only be borrowed by those who paid a fee. 
Notwithstanding this fundamental change to its original charter, the 
BEFL’s annual reports between 1877 and 1890 continued to refer to the 
library as an ‘institution for the rich and poor alike, a sort of 
superior state school’ and a ‘splendid educational institution with 
14,000 carefully chosen books...’.55 Regardless of such statements, 
library committees strongly resented having to provide access 
privileges to those who did not pay the membership fees. The BMIL was 
not unique when it continued to display a notice in the foyer 
advising that only subscribers would be admitted to the larger 
reading room and to the book collections.56 Other libraries relied on 
less obvious means, such as access restrictions on the current 
newspapers, journals and books. Complaints about libraries in the 
1870s-80s indicate that many were perceived as elitist and of 
maintaining the same policies that had discouraged casual usage by 
artisans in other townships in the 1830s-40s.57
 
A disgruntled resident calling himself ‘Censorious’ wrote several 
letters to the Ballarat Courier in August 1877 about the Smythesdale 
Mechanics’ Institute library, which was situated in a goldfield  
                         
53  ibid., November-December 1887. 
54
  Ballarat East Free Library, Minute Book, June 1890. 
55  Ballarat East Free Library, Annual Report, 1877, 1890. 
56  Ballarat and District in 1901: a concise history of its rise, progress and present  prosperity, 
 Periodicals Publishing Company, Melbourne, 1901. 
57  M. Askew, op. cit., pp. 111-113. 
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township approximately twenty kilometres from Ballarat. ‘Censorious’ 
triggered a two-month debate when he claimed that the library was 
mismanaged by a clique of committee members who enjoyed all the 
benefits of a private library whilst continuing to solicit government 
grants.58 This argument was not uncommon but the response of the 
library committee provides clear evidence that certain standards had 
been set and were being maintained. In response to the complaints by 
‘Censorious’, a committee member argued that it was entirely 
appropriate that fee-paying subscribers be entitled to a preferential 
system with regard to accessing the collection of 2500 carefully 
selected books and the twenty-three newspaper subscriptions. However, 
other correspondents claimed that the committee treated casual 
readers as ‘lepers’ and repeated earlier claims that the Mechanics’ 
Institute was simply a tax-supported private club and ‘a smoking room 
for the committee’. When refuting such arguments, the Secretary of 
the Smythesdale Mechanics’ Institute referred to the excellent book 
collection, which included works in Hebrew, Greek, Latin, Italian, 
German and French, and advised residents that they only had to pay 
10/- per annum for the privilege of reading them.59 Elsewhere, a 
report in the Goulburn Evening Penny Post also referred to ‘fully 
privileged members’. This may be a financial term but, as in the case 
of the Symthesdale library and the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute 
Library, the term had obvious cultural overtones that distressed at 
least some members of local communities.60
 
The Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute library was similarly criticised in 
the 1880s because it retained separate reading rooms. One person 
claimed that the public reading room was unhygienic due to the gas 
lamps and the bad air ‘given off from the lungs of the effete’, and 
that the newest books and periodicals were retained in a private 
reading room for the exclusive use of committee men and their 
guests.61 Another correspondent, ‘Family Ticket’, criticised all 
aspects of the library claiming that it ‘ranks second only to the 
Black Hole of Calcutta in its operation’ because of its appearance 
and because the token collection of books made available to casual  
                         
58  Ballarat Courier, 29 August 1877. 
59  ibid., 29 August 1877; 1,5,6, 9 September 1877 
60
  Goulburn Evening Penny Post, 24 July 1880. 
61  Ballarat Courier, 26 October 1880. 
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readers was old or damaged.62 Employing a private detective, 
withholding current books and newspapers from casual readers and 
promoting the virtues of books in Latin and Greek suggests that 
library committees in the 1880s had not fully endorsed the concept of 
providing free access to the collections for all members of the 
community  -  a concept that had been a fundamental goal of all 
Mechanics’ Institutes since the 1820s. 
 
Low membership levels 
 
The Ballarat East Free Library was severely affected by low 
membership levels throughout the 1870s-80s, despite the committee’s 
claim that it provided ‘a delightful means of recreation and 
instruction to a large class of readers’ and its high number of 
casual visitors. 63 As part of its annual return to the Chief 
Secretary’s department, the library was required to provide details 
of membership and income from subscriptions and the BELF’s Annual 
Statistical Return for 1885 indicates that forty-eight local 
businessmen and committeemen contributed a total of 72 pounds to the 
library by means of subscriptions and donations. In addition, one 
hundred and sixty individual residents contribution 64 pounds in 
subscriptions.64 This level of support fluctuated on an annual basis 
but was consistent throughout the latter half of the nineteenth 
century and, grudgingly, the Free Library committee was forced to 
acknowledge that ‘the number of subscribers...is still very small and 
more membership is essential because government assistance is in 
proportion to local income’.65  
 
The combination of high casual usage and extremely low membership was 
common to most colonial libraries,66 but it had at least two negative 
effects on the operation of the BEFL. A comparison of the library’s 
financial status between 1880 and 1885 shows that income from 
subscriptions was only 105 pounds and 116 pounds respectively,  
                         
62  ibid., 27 October 1880. 
63  Ballarat East Free Library, Minute Book, 20 August 1888, October 1889. 
64
  ibid., December 1885. 
65  Ballarat Courier, 12 February 1890. 
66  ibid., 29 July 1894; L. Kwasitsu, op. cit., pp. 143-176; R. Osburne, The History of 
 Warrnambool from 1847 up to the end of 1886, Chronicle Printing Co., Prahran, 1888, pp.  
 70-74; Bairnsdale Mechanics’ Institute and Free Library, Minute Book, 11 November 1907. 
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although the Library’s total income and expenditure had doubled to 
almost 1,000 pounds in the same period. (Appendix 3) The increase in 
the overdraft from 18 pounds to 400 pounds was the main reason for 
the survival of the library but it also represented a major 
impediment to the purchase of new bookstock. Secondly, the low level 
of library membership frustrated the BEFL committee and its attitude 
gradually changed from one of optimism to sullen resignation when it 
became apparent that residents were not going to become subscribers. 
In its 1877 annual report the committee adopted the pragmatic view 
that residents who had not joined the library would soon realise that 
they were denying themselves access to the means of self-improvement. 
Furthermore, the committee believed that considerable ‘sympathy 
exists between the public and the committee’ and that,  
 
...the fact is demonstrable that the aggregate adult 
intelligence of the town has been much enlarged by [the 
Library’s] existence. The book shelves contain 10,000 works, 
most of them of the highest class of literature.67
 
Throughout the 1870s-80s, the BEFL continued to solicit public 
support and the president remained confident that local residents 
would subscribe to the library and lobby the Town Council to provide 
it with more assistance.68 But by 1890 the tone of the Library’s 29th 
Annual Report was one of frustration,69 an attitude that was still 
evident in 1894 when both the Courier and Star reprinted the 
chairman’s annual report in which he complained about low membership 
levels and the ‘wholesale and despicable thieving’ of library books. 
It was claimed that ‘the collection merits greater appreciation from 
the public than it receives’, and finally and rather pathetically, 
the library committee stated that it was depressed by the apathy of 
residents and their lack of appreciation of the committee’s efforts.70
 
 
 
                         
67  Ballarat Courier, 7 February 1877. 
68  ibid., 4 February 1877. 
69  ibid., 12 February 1877. 
70  ibid., 7 February 1894. 
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Conclusion
 
Throughout the 1880s, the three major libraries in Ballarat were 
supported by a small group of men who retained a strong commitment to 
public libraries. Both the BEFL and the BMIL had extensive 
collections, impressive buildings, were well-served by competent 
staff and managed by committed volunteers. Furthermore, Ballarat 
libraries enjoyed high levels of visits by casual readers and the raw 
data suggests that daily visitor ratios were at least three times 
higher in Ballarat than throughout the colony.71 In spite of these 
managerial and statistical advantages, the Ballarat committees were 
unable to capitalise on their earlier successes and had already 
reached a state of crisis by the mid-1880s. To the chagrin of the 
committees, the large pool of casual visitors could not be induced to 
become financial members of a library with the result that less than 
3% of the total population of Ballarat were registered members of the 
Mechanics’ Institute library or the free libraries in the 1880s. This 
lack of support placed a heavy burden on the committee in terms of 
its parlous financial situation and its inability to lobby the 
municipal council or the colonial government for greater support. 
When a financial crisis engulfed the colony in the early-1890s the 
BEFL committee was incapable of sustaining the argument that its 
library was a valuable community service and worthy of a high level 
of government support.  
 
The men who established the libraries in Ballarat in the early-1860s 
had done so with the express purpose of diffusing useful information 
to Ballarat residents and their libraries were formed in an era when 
notions of self-education and self-betterment were the hallmarks of 
society and enthusiastically pursued. By the 1880s, Ballarat had  
                         
71
 Based on annual visits of 100,000 per annum, it is estimated that more than 3,000,000 
 visits were made to the BEFL in its thirty-years of operation between 1860-90. (The 
 highest annual rate was 120,000 per annum in 1883 but a full set of statistical returns is not 
 available.) If it is accepted that the Ballarat East Free Library was visited by 100,000 
 people per annum and that the combined number of visitors to the Ballarat East Free 
 library, Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute library and the City of Ballaarat Free Library 
 amounted to 240,000 visits per annum, then it can be concluded that Ballarat’s 40,000 
 residents made an average of six visits per annum to one of these three libraries. By 
 comparison the Victoria-wide ratio was only two visits per annum. Data contained in the 
 Victorian Year-Books between 1875-1895 indicate that colonial libraries were visited by  an 
 average of 2,250,000 visitors per annum at a time when Victoria’s population was 1,200,000 
 in the mid-1880’s  
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changed and so had its library committees. Members aged and failed to 
recruit younger replacements and the committees in general adopted 
increasingly conservative policies with regard to the public’s access 
to the collections. As a result, the same pioneers who had been 
motivated by earlier visionary goals had effectively transformed 
themselves into a group of conservative, elderly men who regarded 
themselves as guardians of the reading room and custodians of the 
collection.72  
 
 
                         
72  D. Davies, op. cit.; P. Sykes, op. cit.; R. McCallum, op. cit.  
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         Chapter 7 
 
Education or Recreation: Book Collection Policies  
 
By the 1880s there was a serious imbalance between the collection 
development policies of library committees and the reading tastes 
of library patrons. This imbalance came about because of an 
insatiable desire for popular or ‘sensation’ fiction1, and the 
committee’s initial reluctance to purchase such material. When 
combined with the increasing conservatism of library committees 
and the corresponding reduction in demand for non-fiction books,2 
the result was a dramatic fall in bookstock circulation and 
patronage levels in all Ballarat libraries from the mid-1880s. 
 
Colonial library committees took pride in the quality of their 
non-fiction collections whereas their annual reports made only 
grudging reference to the increasing popularity of sensation 
fiction even though fiction accounted for 85% of all loans. In 
this chapter it is argued that committes were unable to 
rejuvenate their libraries and total library usage fell 
dramatically. The holdings of the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute 
library increased from 12,000 volumes in 1883 to 17,000 in 1890 
whereas bookstock circulation figures fell from 52,850 loans in 
1885 to 25,000 loans in 1895, and to only 9,000 loans in 1900.3 
(see Table 8) This trend was replicated throughout Ballarat and 
the colony of Victoria and appears to have been a common trend in 
libraries in Britain and the USA as well. 
 
This research specifically focuses on reading and book borrowing 
habits of the members of the main libraries in Ballarat and 
Bendigo, although it is recognised that there are limitations to 
such an analysis. It is acknowledged that residents may have 
augmented their reading of library books with material from  
                         
1  Cambridge Guide to Literature in English, Cambridge University Press, London, 1993, 
 p. 844. 
2
  See for example, earlier references to the Smythesdale Mechanics’ Institute library 
 committee’s pride in its collection of works in Hebrew, Greek and Latin, and the 
 Ballarat East Free Library’s claim that its extensive non-fiction collection  was 
 comparable with that of the  Melbourne Public Library (State Library of Victoria)  
3
  Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library, Minute Book, May 1883 - September 1900. 
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private subscription libraries, bookshops, church, union and 
school libraries and newspapers. It is also acknowledged that 
usage of a library’s non-lending collection is difficult to 
quantify because of an absence of actual or comparative data. The 
ephemeral nature of library records is another factor that 
restricts an exhaustive analysis of the reading habits of its 
patrons4, but in spite of these limitations, an examination of 
catalogues, invoices, lists of popular books, membership records 
and statistical returns from the major libraries in Ballarat, 
Bendigo and Castlemaine has been undertaken and shows that 
certain trends are identifiable. Given that each of these 
libraries was established on neighbouring goldfields by a common 
pool of committee men5 and that consistent trends are evident, it 
has been possible to speculate on the reading habits of past 
generations of library patrons in Ballarat. 
 
Book Selection 
 
Like its British counterparts, the BEFL committee acquired 
‘sterling editions’ of books that represented ‘every phase of 
human thought [and] opinion and embraced works too rare and 
costly for private collections’.6 McVilly7, Kirsop8 and Galbally9 
refer to Sir Redmond Barry’s dominant role at the Melbourne 
Public Library and Davison and others allude to the role played 
by individuals who selected books on behalf of their local 
library but in most cases, libraries appointed a book selection  
                         
4
  K. Adkins, ‘Books and Reading in Colonial Tasmania: The Evandale Subscription 
 Library, 1847-1861’, History of  the Book in Australia conference, State Library of 
 NSW, Sydney, 19-20 September 1998, Adkins refers to the ‘chance survival’ of 
 members borrowing records as a ‘rate opportunity’ to analyse such data.  
5
  W. Kimberly, Ballarat and Vicinity, F. W. Niven, Melbourne, 1894; W. Kimberly,  
 Bendigo and District, F. W. Niven, Melbourne, 1895. 
6  Ballarat East Free Library. Ninth Annual Report. 1873, p. 6; Mitchell Library 
 (Glasgow) 1877-1977. Macdonald Printers (Edinburgh) Limited, 1977. The Glasgow 
 library was ‘the property of no class[and] every idea must be banished of limiting 
 the scope of its collection’. 
7  D. McVilly, ‘The Acquisitions Policy of the State Library of Victoria, 1853-1880’, La 
 Trobe Library Journal, April 1971, pp. 81-90. 
8  W. Kirsop, ‘In Search of Redmond Barry’s private library’, La Trobe Library 
 Journal, vol. 7, no. 2, October 1980, pp. 25-33; W. Kirsop, ‘Barry’s ‘Great Emporium’ 
 in the twenty-first century: the future of the State Library of Victoria’, La Trobe  Library 
 Journal, vol. 12, no. 46, Spring 1990.   
9  A. Galbally, Redmond Barry: An Anglo-Irish Australian, MUP, Melbourne, 1995,  
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sub-committee that assumed responsibility for the acquisition of 
bookstock. As a means of supplementing their collections,  
committees also sought donations of books and journals10 and as a 
consequence, few titles were rejected. Given the propensity of 
benefactors to donate non-fiction titles, this process resulted 
in a constant accumulation of worthy but old books.11  
 
The BMIL purchased most of its stock from agents in London or 
from ‘Home’ as often noted in the minute books. Difficulties 
associated with the direct importation of books ranged from mis-
bound books to a shipwreck that resulted in the loss of four 
hundred books, but these problems were deemed to be less 
significant than high costs and erratic delivery of new titles by 
colonial booksellers. In August 1871, it was recorded in the 
minute book that ‘in future, the Secretary does not proceed to 
Melbourne without permission [and] that before books are 
purchased, the Library Committee be brought together’. In October 
1874 the same minute book notes that the librarian was authorised 
to buy a small quantity of books from a Melbourne bookseller but 
in April 1875 it is reported that a single consignment of books, 
worth one hundred and ten pounds, had been purchased from a 
reliable agent in London.12  
 
Encel13 argues that British booksellers used such opportunities to 
shift unwanted stock to colonial libraries but this view was 
obviously not shared by the committee of the BMIL. Similarly, the 
Bendigo library committee’s appointment of a London agent was  
claimed to be beneficial because it ‘reduced the number of trashy 
acquisitions’ to a minimum.14 Conversely, the BEFL minute book 
indicates that the bulk of its new and secondhand stock was  
                         
10
  On one occasion the Buninyong Mechanics’ Institute was donated a set of Gibbon’s 
 Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire. The books were 60 years old. 
11 A handwritten memo states that in 1885, W. MacCaw donated twenty-four books to 
 the Ballarat East Free Library. All were non-fiction and included Chamber’s 
 Cyclopaedia of English Literature, six books of essays by Macauley and several books 
 on engineering. 
12  Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library, Minute Book, August 1866 - April 1875. 
13  S. Encel, Librarians: a Survey.  Copy of manuscript at La Trobe University 
 Library,  1972. 
14  L. Kwasitsu, ‘The Availability and Use of Books in Libraries in Nineteenth-Century 
 Bendigo, Australia’, Libraries and Culture, vol. 27, no. 2, Spring 1992,  
 pp. 143-176. 
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supplied by two Melbourne booksellers.15 On several occasions 
members of the Ballarat committees, when travelling to Britain on 
business or holiday, were authorised to purchase stock for their 
library.16 Conversely, none of the Ballarat libraries appears to 
have purchased stock from Ballarat suppliers. The British 
domination of colonial library collections can also be identified 
in the journal and newspaper collections of colonial libraries. 
The BEFL subscribed to the Dublin Warder, Edinburgh Scotsman, 
London Times and the Tyrone Constitution and at least fifteen 
other British journals and illustrated papers including Windsor, 
Strand, The Queen, and London News.17 The Library purchased a 
large quantity of colonial newspapers and journals from local 
booksellers and by the early-1890s the committee often spent up 
to twenty pounds per month on journals and nothing on books.18
 
Many invoices simply referred to new books as ‘goods’ and provide 
limited author or title detail. For example, one invoice referred 
to a consignment of unnamed books to the value of sixty pounds, 
plus two sets of Stanley’s Africa for 27 shillings, and four 
pounds worth of secondhand magazines. Another invoice stated that 
a consignment of books had been sent by rail but that one novel, 
A Superfluous Woman, was only available in a three-volume set at 
a cost of thirty shillings.19 Sales catalogues (such as the 
Catalogue of Books published by George Robertson & Company, 1886) 
show that the average price of a novel was 3/6 although prices 
ranged from 2/- for the cheap editions of melodramatic thrillers 
such as those by Mary Braddon, to 6/- for well-bound novels by 
more serious authors such as Mrs Henry Wood. The BEFL regularly 
placed orders for consignments of 30 to 150 unsighted novels,20  
                         
15  George Robertson & Company, and Samuel Mullen, ‘Booksellers, Stationers, and 
 Librarians’. The Library also received promotional material from other booksellers and 
 agents . For example, E.A. Petherick & Co. ‘Bookseller, Melbourne, Sydney & 
 London’, offered the BEFL a 15% discount on all purchases from January 1891. 
16  Ballarat East Free Library, Minute Book, 1888. 
17  Ballarat East Free Library. Catalogue of Books for 1899, E. E. Campbell, Printer, 
 Ballarat,  1899. 
18
  Ballarat East Free Library, Minute Book, 1888-1893. 
19   Melville, Mullen & Slade, Booksellers, Stationers and Librarians. 262 Collins Street, 
 Melbourne. Invoices and Credit notes sent to the Ballarat East Free Library, 1890-1899. 
20
  The BEFL purchased 83 novels from George Robertson & Company for 5.12.3 
 (pounds) and 37 novels from Mullen’s for 3.10.1 (pounds) in December 1887. 
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which suggests that agents were providing ‘job lot’ consignments 
- not stock selected by title - although committee members were 
encouraged to recommend specific titles for consideration. 
Booksellers often wrote personal notes about specific books on 
order.21  
 
Year-Books indicate that the number of books acquired by all 
Victorian libraries increased from 221,614 in 1875 to 815,923 
volumes in 1910. (Table 9) On the assumption that the average 
price of a new book was six shillings and that approximately one-
third of all stock was donated, this roughly equates to the 
expenditure of 3,400 pounds per annum for thirty-five years. 
 
Reduced budgets and the availability of more books for purchase 
meant that all library committees were confronted with a serious 
dilemma in the last quarter of the nineteenth century. Book 
selection committees faced financial constraints as government 
grants were capped, local contributions stagnated and building 
maintenance costs escalated. The BEFL’s book budget fell from 239 
pounds in 1872 to 117 pounds in 1881 and continued to fall to 51 
pounds in 1886. (Appendix 3) The reduction in funding came about 
for two reasons. Proceeds from the Easter Fair and sports 
carnival were donated to the BEFL but this source of income 
fluctuated. In 1887 the Fair committee handed over sixty pounds 
but in the following year, ‘a very large decrease’ was recorded 
due to competition from other sporting activities.22 The Library’s 
book selection committee was usually the first to carry the brunt 
of any funding shortfall. For example, in 1887-89, the Town  
                         
21
  For example, Samuel Mullen wrote a detailed letter to Mr Joseph Trevor, the librarian at 
 the Ballarat East Free Library on 1 May 1890 as follows, 
 ‘By passenger train tonight we send you a parcel of books on approval which we hope 
 will reach you safely. We have not yet received our stock of Three men in a Boat but 
 hope to be able to include a copy in your next parcel. The best book on Surveying is 
 Johnson’s Theory and Practice of Surveying, fresh stock of which we expect to receive 
 shortly when a copy shall be sent to you. With reference to the imperfect copy of No 
 Quarter sent to you. If you will return it to us we will be happy to exchange it for a 
 fresh copy provided that the leaves have not been stamped. If however this has been 
 done we will procure from Home the missing section, rebind and return to you as soon 
 as possible’. Melville, Mullen and Slade, Booksellers, Stationers and Librarians. 262 
 Collins Street, Melbourne. Invoices and Credit notes sent to the Ballarat East Free 
 Library, 1890-1899. 
22
  Ballarat East Free Library, Minute Book, May 1887, August 1888. 
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Council of Ballarat East and the Chief Secretary’s department 
were in dispute over the leasehold of the Library building and 
the appointment of trustees. The Town Council refused to comply 
with the legislation before finally relenting in December 1889. 
As a form of inducement, the Chief Secretary had withheld part of 
the library grant and the Town Council refused to make up the 
shortfall. As a consequence, the Ballarat East Free Library 
committee purchased no books between March 1888 and December 1889 
although it did continue to purchase newspapers and journals.23
 
The book budget at the nearby Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute 
Library were more generous but subsequent minute books highlight 
the committee’s tendency to transfer portions of its book budget 
to other items of expenditure. For example, in May 1885, the BMI 
transferred 100 pounds from its book budget to its building 
maintenance account. It is possible that the BMIL’s earlier 
adoption of a large book budget was prepared in order to attract 
an equally large government subsidy but when a lower subsidy was 
received, the library budget was amended accordingly. Holgate’s 
review of colonial libraries included a reference to an unnamed 
Victorian library that reported that it had allegedly spent two 
hundred pounds on new books and yet the total number of books in 
its collection fell in the same year.24 It was not uncommon for 
libraries to buy and sell stock from each other, and there can be 
no doubt that the Ballarat libraries were not alone when they 
transferred funds between accounts. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                         
23
  ibid.,  June 1887 - December 1889. 
24  C. Holgate, An Account of the Chief Public Libraries of Australia and Tasmania, 
 Whittingham & Co., London, 1886; T. Greenwood,  Public Libraries: a history of the 
 movement and a manual for the organisation and management of rate supported 
 libraries, 1894, Reprinted by the College of Librarianship, Wales, 1971, p. 516. 
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Library Catalogues and Library Collections 
 
The published catalogues of the major libraries in Ballarat, 
Castlemaine and Bendigo highlight the conflict between the 
visions and practicalities of collection development in this 
period. These catalogues also provide tangible evidence of the 
growth, diversity and classification of collections.25 For 
example, the Ballarat East Free Library committee purchased a 
copy of the Melbourne Public Library’s catalogue and, in turn 
sold copies of its own catalogue to smaller libraries. Printed 
catalogues usually contained classified advertisements to defray 
costs and committees often discussed the viability of permitting 
printed advertisements to be adhered to the covers of catalogues 
and library books for this purpose. The Castlemaine library 
catalogue contained thirty pages of advertising and in 1889 the 
committee of the Ballarat East Free Library received seven 
quotations from local printers for the printing and binding of 
seven hundred copies of the catalogue. The average price was four 
shillings per page, (or about thirty pounds for the entire job) 
but prices varied because several printers offered to solicit the 
advertising content on behalf of the library committee.26
 
In the absence of a full set of catalogues (or the numerous 
supplements to the catalogues) for any one library, it is still 
possible to identify the evolution of Institute and free library 
collections in several larger town and cities in the period 
between 1851-1900. The most obvious feature is that, in spite of 
an absence of a consistent policy of acquiring, cataloguing and 
classifying stock, Institute and free libraries accumulated the 
same material for their readers. 
 
The first catalogue of the Ballarat East Free Library was a 
handwritten ledger produced in 1866. Subsequent editions provide  
                         
25  Ballarat Courier, 8 February 1894. 
26
  For example, the 130 page Catalogue of Books in the Library: Castlemaine 
 Mechanics’ Institute and Literary and Scientific Association contained more than 50 
 pages of classified advertisements from local businesses.  At Ballarat East, quotations 
 were submitted by F. W. Niven & Co., Charles Boyd, E. E. Campbell, J. Stewart, W. B. 
 McDonald, Rider and Mercer, and, Berry Anderson & Co., 
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a simple, author-alphabetic, list of books and each revision 
shows that the committee acquired large quantities of fiction by 
the most popular authors of the day, including five novels by Mrs 
Elizabeth Gaskell, seven by the more conservative Mrs Henry Wood 
and seventeen by Captain Frederick Marryat - a prolific writer of 
stories about the sea and for children. A fully revised 
catalogue, with several appendices, was published in 1899 and it 
is possible to identify total holdings, by category, of the 
library. 
 
Table. 3  Ballarat East Free Library - Bookstock categories and 
number of volumes in 189927
 
Category     volumes    percent
 
Fiction, Tales and Sketches             4800        52  
Voyages and Travel        750         8 
History and Hist. memoirs       470         5 
Biography and Speeches                   630         7 
Poetry and Drama                         200         2 
Agriculture, Gardening and Botany         70         0.7 
Astron, Metals, Maths and Physics        100         1 
Chem. and Electricity                     45         0.4 
Geol. and Mineral'y                       60         0.6 
Mechanics, Eng and Mining                 95         1 
Fine Arts, Arch, and Surveying           135         1.3 
Natural History         135         1.3 
Astron. Medicine and Physiology          105         1 
Animal Magnetism and Spiritualism         20         0.2 
Philosophy and Theology                  370         4 
Politics and Jurisprudence               120         1 
Edu. Philology, and Gen. Lit.            175         1.7 
Classical and Foreign Lit.               175         1.7 
Essays and Collected Works               700         7 
Reference Material            160         1.6 
 
Like its counterpart in the eastern municipality, the committee 
of the BMIL publishing its first catalogue in 1865. The committee 
agreed that the 2,000 items in the collection be arranged, 
alphabetically by author, in the following six categories: 
Biography, History, Science, Voyages and Travel, Novels and 
Miscellaneous works.28 By 1881, the 13,000 volumes in the 
collection were listed under twenty-two subject categories that 
were similar to those at the BEFL. Due to financial constraints,  
                         
27  Ballarat East Free Library. Catalogue, 1899. 
28
  Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library, Minute Book, April - June 1864, August 1866. 
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this was to be the last published catalogue of the BMIL for 
decades, although a number of revisions were produced for the 
perusal of members in the library. 
 
The Castlemaine Mechanics’ Institute produced its first catalogue 
in 1869 and the eight categories of stock and the number of 
volumes by genre are shown below. 
 
Table 4. Castlemaine Mechanics’ Institute - Bookstock by category 
 in 186929
 
Category       volumes         percent
 
History and Biography    412 volumes      12.2 
Voyages and Travel  146 volumes       4.3 
Art and Sciences   282 volumes            8.3 
Poetry and Drama   110 volumes            3.2 
Miscellaneous   411 volumes      12.1  
Fiction             1585 volumes      46.9 
Works of Reference          70 volumes       2.1 
Periodicals              371 volumes           10.9 
              ----  
Total              3387 volumes 
 
At Castlemaine, the ‘History and Biography’ category accounted 
for 11% of the collection and included a large number of 
duplicate copies which suggests that many books had been donated. 
The collection was overwhelmingly British: there were at least 
forty copies of books entitled History of England by authors such 
as Macaulay, Knight, Gifford, Hume and Palgrave.30 There were 
histories of India and Serbia but nothing on Ireland or Scotland. 
Only three books on Australian history can be identified31 
although Australiana was represented in the ‘Voyages and Travels’ 
section with books by Melville, Woods, Wills, Leichhardt and 
Lloyd in the collection. This category also included numerous 
books on Africa and the Americas and a number of titles on such 
countries as Fiji, Norway, Mexico and Japan. Extreme diversity  
                         
29  Catalogue of the Books in the Library: Castlemaine Mechanics’ Institute and Literary 
 and Scientific Association, W. H. Newland, Castlemaine, 1869. 
30
  There were also twenty copies of  Hume and Smollett’s History of England, twenty 
 copies of Alison’s History of Europe, 1774-1815, eight copies of Mitford’s History of 
 Greece, and ten copies of Boswell’s Life of Johnson. 
31
  W. Kelly,  Life in Victoria, -, London, 1859; W. Westgarth, Victoria, late Australia 
 Felix, - Edinburgh, 1853; S. Sidney,  Three Australian Colonies, Ingram, Cooke & Co., 
 London, 1852. 
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was a common feature of other subject areas. ‘Arts and Sciences’ 
included Darwin’s Origins of Species, Cuyot’s Culture of the 
Vine, Dempsey’s Towns and Building Drainage, Scutator’s Horses 
and Hounds and Kemp’s How to lay out a garden. The 110 books of 
‘Verse and Drama’ contained no Australiana. ‘Miscellaneous’ 
included books which offered well-meaning advice including the 
Rev. J Smith’s The books that will suit you, unsourced books on 
Practical Lectures to Women, Lectures to Young men, Every man his 
own lawyer by ‘A Barrister’, Criminal Trials by Jardine and a 
copy of Criminal Celebrities by an unnamed author. Books on 
religious topics were shelved in the ‘Miscellaneous’ section and 
included copies of English, French, German, Welsh and Gaelic 
Bibles and one copy of the Koran. 
 
 
The BEFL’s collection (table 3 above) and the Bendigo Mechanics’ 
Institute Library’s collection (footnote 38 below) were both 
accumulated over thirty years and highlight the amount of fiction 
in the library, the commonality of the collections of these 
goldfields libraries, and the dilemmas facing all colonial book 
selection committees when acquiring non-fiction titles. The price 
of books and impact on library budgets has already been mentioned 
but the disparity in the cost of fiction and non-fiction books 
must have had a major impact on the development of the non-
fiction collections of all colonial libraries. For example, the 
library purchased a copy of Wellington and Waterloo for 12/6 
(shillings) and  a copy of University Sermons for 7/6 (shillings) 
and many, more expensive, books were considered but rejected by 
the book selection committee. These two books were roughly equal 
to the cost of seven novels. The majority of libraries in 
Victoria were much smaller than their Ballarat counterparts32 and, 
with collections of 2000-3000 volumes, the libraries at Long 
Gully and Eaglehawk near Bendigo and Buninyong and Sebastopol 
near Ballarat were closer to the statistical average, and greater  
                         
32  Large colonial libraries included the Melbourne Public Library and libraries in 
 Ballarat, Bendigo, Geelong, Castlemaine, Stawell, Prahran and Malvern. 
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than the NSW average.33 Under these circumstances, all local 
committees must have faced great difficulties when making 
decisions to acquire books that would include titles on all 
genres and would produce balanced collections of non-fiction 
books.  
 
One genre that was poorly represented in the Ballarat libraries 
was Australiana. Two nineteenth-century commentators, Messrs 
Turner and Sutherland,34 claimed that between 1835-1885, Victorian 
authors ‘contributed to the world’s libraries hundreds of books 
worthy to live’ but these worthy, but un-named, books were not in 
the Ballarat libraries and probably not in many colonial 
libraries. By the end of the nineteenth century, the BEFL 
contained only one book by Will Dyson and one by Adam Lindsay 
Gordon (both former Ballarat residents) and two books by Henry 
Lawson and A. B. Paterson. Two books published in the 1850s, 
Charles Reade's Never too late to mend (1856) and Henry 
Kingsley's Recollections of Geoffrey Hamlyn (1859), were still in 
the collection at the end of the century. The supplement to the 
1899 BEFL library catalogue lists five titles by ‘Tasma’ (Jessie 
Couvreur) including a ten-year old copy of Uncle Piper of Piper’s 
Hill (1889) which suggests that the other books had only recently 
been acquired.35 More recently, Goodwin's36 Anthology of 
Australian Literature identifies fifty-three of the most 
important Australian books published between 1885-1899. The BEFL 
had purchased only one-third of these titles by 1899 although the 
library subsequently acquired single copies of nearly all of 
these Australian classics at some later date.37
 
                         
33
  F. Larcombe, The Stabilization of Local Government in New South Wales, 1858-1906, 
 Sydney University Press, Sydney, 1976, p. 197. Table 59 shows that in NSW only four 
 of twenty-nine libraries had in excess of  one thousand volumes as late as 1915. 
34
  H. Turner & A Sutherland, The Development of Australian Literature, George 
 Robertson & Co., London, 1898, p. 23. 
35  Ballarat East Free Library, Catalogue, op. cit. 
36  K. Goodwin, (ed.), The Macmillan Anthology of Australian Literature, Macmillan, 
 South Melbourne, 1990, pp. 573-622. 
37  Monash University’s National Centre for Australian Studies survey of ‘Australia’s Best 
 101 Books’ revealed that the Ballarat Library had 87% of the nominated titles - well 
 above the national average. (P. Mansfield, ‘Ballarat in verse and fiction’, Aplis,  vol. 7, 
 no. 2, 1994)  For example the Library purchased Boldrewood’s War to the Knife, 
 from Macmillan & Company (London) in 1899 and the entire Mary Grant Bruce 
 Billabong series from Ward, Lock & Company, London, in the 1930s.  
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The uniformity of the information contained in catalogues and 
annual reports of the Ballarat, Castlemaine and Bendigo38 
libraries in the 1870s-90s suggests that the acquisition policy 
of Institute and free libraries was very similar. Committees 
endorsed the concept of the selection of a comprehensive range of 
non-fiction and acquired multiple copies of some titles, 
especially in the history and travel sections. And yet, in spite 
of this policy, popular fiction accounted for approximately 50% 
of all collections in an environment in which few of these novels 
would have been donated to libraries. In marked contrast to the 
multiple copies of specific titles in the non-fiction collection, 
it was unusual for a library to buy duplicates of any novel. The 
acquisition of fiction by libraries continued to grow and appears 
to have been all pervasive.39 The City of Ballaarat Free Library 
eventually surpassed its older Ballarat rivals in terms of the 
acquisition of popular fiction to the extent that fiction 
accounted for 70% of all new bookstock purchased in 1939.40  
 
 
 
 
                         
38
  Bendigo (Sandhurst) Mechanics’ Institute - Bookstock classification and volumes  
 in 1891
 
class             volumes       percent
Novels, tales and sketches    6212               47 
Voyages and descriptive works      952   7 
History               793   6 
Poetry and the drama             264   2 
Classics and education                   132   1 
Natural history, Arts, science                   793   6 
Philosophy, jurisprudence, theology     528   4 
Miscellaneous        660   6 
Reference works     1321              10 
Bound magazines       952   7 
Biography       793   6 
 
39  D. Potter, ‘An early agricultural library, the collection at Hawkesbury Agricultural 
 College before 1920’, Journal of the Royal Australian Historical Society. vol. 70, no. 
 3, 1984, pp. 210-219. The library held more novels than its combined holdings of 
 ‘Agriculture’ and ‘Applied Science’ titles. 
40  Annual Reports of the City of Ballaarat Free Library and Reading Rooms indicate that 
 fiction accounted for even more that 50% of new stock purchases for the next fifty 
 years. For example 70% of all new stock were novels in 1939; and 61% of all new 
 stock added to the collection were novels in  1940. 
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Quality Fiction and Sensation Fiction
 
The relevance and suitability of popular fiction in Institute and 
free libraries was subject to constant debate in Britain, USA 
and, to a lesser extent, in Ballarat throughout the nineteenth 
century. Novels were often categorised as ‘Fiction, Tales and 
Sketches’, ‘Literature’ and the ‘Classics’ in a generic sense and 
the clear implication was that such material was of a high 
quality. Thus the BEFL contained ‘the highest class of 
literature’,41 the BMIL’s collection included the ‘immortals of 
literature’,42 and the Prahran Mechanics’ Institute library 
claimed that the most popular novels were those by the better 
quality authors such as Defoe, Swifte, Goldsmith, Smollett and 
Stern.43 Similarly, the committee of the Bendigo Mechanics’ 
Institute library was praised for its decision to stock ‘good’ 
novels even though many of these titles were one hundred years 
old. Typically, local history monographs refer in glowing terms 
to the high quality of fiction collections in even the smallest 
library. Thus Flett44, Senyard45, Trigger46, Forster47 and U’Ren and 
Turnbull48 each refer to the availability of ‘high-class fiction’ 
and the classics at libraries in Dunolly, Birchip, Port Fairy, 
Whroo and Port Melbourne respectively. 
 
In each of the Ballarat libraries, popular fiction represented 
50% of the collection and 90% of all loans whereas non-fiction 
accounted for the other 50% of the collection but only 10% of all 
loans as a percentage of total stock.49 Based on stock holdings 
and the circulation of books at the Ballarat libraries, it can be 
shown that the majority of library patrons in Ballarat regarded 
half the bookstock in their library with indifference. 
Furthermore, the trends identified in this study are very similar  
                         
41
  Ballarat Courier, 7 February 1891. 
42
  Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library, Minute Book, December 1887. 
43  Bendigo Advertiser, 13 March 1890. 
44  J. Flett, Dunolly, G. Barrow & Co., Melbourne, 1950, p.58. 
45  J. Senyard, Birchip - Essays on a Shire, Shire of Birchip, Birchip, 1970, pp. 59-61. 
46  P. Trigger, ‘A History of the Port Fairy Mechanics’ Institute’, 1976. 
47  H. Forster, Waranga, 1865-1965, F. W. Cheshire, Melbourne, 1965, pp. 55-61. 
48  N. U’Ren & N. Turnbull, A History of Port Melbourne, Oxford University Press, 
 Melbourne, 1983,  
49
  Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library, Minute Book, December 1887. 
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to those discernible in a number of libraries in the colonies and 
overseas. 
 
When analysing the reading habits of nineteenth-century 
colonists, Nadel argues that books deemed to be classics of 
British literature were ‘severely left alone’, ‘dying’ and 
‘practically dead’ and that ‘while the readers of serious books 
have always been comparatively few, they [have became] so few as 
to be almost an extinct class’.50 More recently, Kwasitsu’s and 
Barker’s analysis of the bookstock circulation ratios at the 
Bendigo Mechanics’ Institute library leads them, separately, to 
conclude that the turnover of popular fiction was eight times 
greater than those books defined as classics, literature or 
poetry.51 Nadel and Kwasitsu’s analysis of the reading preferences 
of library patrons refer to other libraries but their findings 
are relevant to this case study because Ballarat residents had 
access to three large collections of instructional and 
recreational books and in each case the popularity of certain 
genres, and the lack of interest in others, were identical. An 
examination of a number of early-nineteenth-century non-fiction 
books salvaged from district Mechanics’ Institutes and now on 
permanent display at the Sovereign Hill Historical Park, have 
damaged covers but, inside, the pages appear to be little used by 
artisans.  
 
Circulation statistics show that library patrons preferred to 
read romance, crime and adventure novels and enjoyed ‘delving 
into the intellectual slums’52 of literary life. As a result, any 
debate about book selection in libraries was invariably reduced 
to a simplistic form as the protagonists argued about the 
relevance of sensation fiction to the exclusion of all other 
matters. The fiction debate ‘raged either vociferously or in a 
muted manner over the last hundred years’53 in Britain, the USA 
and Australia where the arguments ranged from claims of moral  
                         
50  G. Nadel, Australia’s Colonial Culture, F. W. Cheshire, Melbourne, 1957, p. 94. 
51  L. Kwasitsu, op. cit.  
52  L. Norman, ‘A History of the City of Sydney Public Library’,  Australian Library 
 Journal, vol. 8, no. 3, July 1959, p.120. 
53  B. Pymm, ‘The trouble with fiction’,  Australian Library Journal, November 1995, 
 pp. 188-195. 
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degradation to the inappropriate use of taxpayers’ money. While 
the debate about popular fiction in public libraries cannot be 
fully analysed within the context of this research, the dynamics 
of this international dispute are relevant because the outcome 
invariably led to a deterioration in the relationship between 
library committees and library patrons. 
 
Arguments in favour of the inclusion of popular fiction in 
libraries were stated in annual reports and were based on an 
assumption that such material would act as a catalyst to better 
reading habits whereas the arguments against popular fiction in 
libraries were usually stated in more strident language in 
newspapers.54 The BEFL committee regarded its popular fiction as 
an inducement to reluctant readers who were unaware of the 
undiscovered treasures in the collection. This was a common and 
long held view of the majority of library committees. As early as 
1836 the Sydney Mechanics’ School of Arts reported that it had 
acquired Sir Walter Scott’s popular ‘Waverley’ novels on the 
grounds that ‘a taste for reading was a prerequisite before works 
of a more philosophical nature can be appreciated’.55 In 1859, the 
Ballarat Star continued to support this view and argued that ‘if 
a young man’s nature is healthy, no harm will come from reading 
popular fiction’.56 Continuing this theme, in 1883 the Ballarat 
Courier argued that readers could be trusted to make their own 
decisions and that they should not be,  
 
 ...restricted to the goody-good books of the milk and water 
 order...Sensation fiction is not dangerous because we know 
 it to be fiction. Nobody is deceived and therefore no 
 damage is done.57
 
                         
54  B. Pymm, op. cit.; P. Mansfield, ‘Changing Attitudes to Fiction in Nineteenth-Century 
 Australian Public Libraries’, B. McMullin, (ed.), Instruction and Amusement: Papers 
 from the Sixth Australian Library History Forum, Monash Occasional Papers in 
 Librarianship, Recordkeeping and Bibliography, No. 8., Ancora Press, Melbourne, 
 1996, pp. 103-116.  
55  Sydney Mechanics’ School of Arts, Annual Report, 1837. 
56  Ballarat Star, 20 April 1859. 
57  Ballarat Courier, 29 September 1883. 
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There were at least three fundamental flaws in this type of 
argument. Library catalogues indicate that old books remained on 
the shelves for many years and confirm an earlier view that ‘the 
celebrated works...are allowed to mould on their shelves’ whereas 
the demand for popular fiction was greater than supply.58 
Secondly, it was impossible for any library committee to prove 
that balanced reading produced good citizens. With Sir Redmond 
Barry’s encouragement, the BEFL committee had anticipated such an 
outcome but they could not produce any evidence to this effect. 
and the infamous case of the censoring of the ladies suggestion 
book at the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute in 187559 suggests the 
opposite. Thirdly, in spite of their rhetoric, library committees 
acquired large quantities of popular fiction and only small 
amounts of quality fiction. A typical consignment of books 
delivered to the BEFL in 1899 resulted in the committee 
purchasing Diana Tempest, George Mandeville’s husband, The 
Beautiful White Devil and Dave’s Sweetheart. The same committee 
rejected Love among the lions, Cathedral Courtship, The Bohemian 
Girls, and Iris the Avenger.60 It can only be assumed that the 
decision to purchase was made on cost and not on the basis of 
literary merit. 
 
Colonists who opposed the purchase of popular fiction argued that 
reading sensation fiction was an irredeemably bad habit that 
could only be countered by an outright refusal to purchase such 
material. With hindsight, many comments were extreme and even 
irrational and cannot be put into effect, but the sentiments were 
heartfelt and should not be dismissed as merely the opinions of 
small or ultra-conservative groups in society. At the opening of 
the Sebastopol Mechanics’ Institute in 1864, five clergymen spoke 
at the ceremony and all agreed that the establishment of a 
library was a civilising force. However the Reverend Walker 
observed that, since their formation in Britain, many institutes 
had collected  a ‘lighter class of literature’ and whilst he was,  
 
                         
58  D. Mackenzie, Ten Years in Australia,  William S Orr, London, 1851, p. 44. 
59
  Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library, Minute Book, April 1875. See also, footnote 50 
 on page 165. 
60  Melville, Mullen & Slade, Booksellers, Shipping Notice. February 1899. 
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...not averse to the young being amused as well as 
instructed, yet he could not approve of the first objects 
of these institutions - that of affording the means for the 
cultivation of the intellect - being in any degree 
disregarded.61  
 
More than a decade later, one Ballarat resident’s highly critical 
attitude toward his library’s book selection policy typified the 
tone of the on-going debate. ‘Disgust’ wrote a very long letter 
to the Ballarat Courier in 1880 complaining about unnamed books,  
 
...having a growing up family, some of whom are members, I 
have been indeed disgusted and astonished at the books they 
sometimes returned home with and have had to strictly 
forbid them reading them. In an institution supposed to 
endeavour to teach and improve the young, the Library 
keeps, to be taken out by the young and innocent, books 
that, after reading which they might still be young in 
years but certainly they would not be innocent. If some of 
the committee has low and lewd tastes in literature they 
should be made to gratify them elsewhere. Assuredly if 
girls are allowed to mark, learn and inwardly digest such 
filthy abominations, good bye to maidenly modestly and even 
decency. Hoping they will be induced to weed out the 
library of its garbage. Yours etc.62  
 
In order to defend itself against claims of low and lewd tastes 
in literature, the committee challenged ‘Disgust’ to provide a 
list of objectionable titles but there was no response. This same 
aggressive / defensive attitude was adopted in 1887 when the BMIL 
committee challenged the president of the Institute to 
substantiate his claim that the collection included ‘rubbish’.63  
 
Nadel and Pymm note that clergymen in Britain and Australia were 
to the fore in denouncing the ‘mental intoxication’ of hedonistic  
                         
61
  Ballarat Star, 29 April 1864. 
62  Ballarat Courier, 9 November 1880. 
63
  Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library, Minute Book,  December 1887. 
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and immoral fiction and even that other champion of the public 
library, the newspaper editor, was a frequent critic of salacious 
novels in libraries. The Bendigo Advertiser complained that 
demand for novels about ‘the imaginary lives of fascinating 
profligates and aristocratic adulteresses’64 was so intense that 
it was destroying all attempts by the library committee to 
develop balanced collections. A resident of Beechworth claimed 
that the library’s ‘...main drawback in the eyes of many people 
was its adherence to Wesleyan puritanical attitudes’ which 
‘infuriated’ local readers who enjoyed popular authors.65 At the 
Fitzroy Public Library, it was claimed that librarian Robert 
Miller’s intense moral conservatism distorted his views of 
popular fiction. Miller was not opposed to novels that had ‘good 
moral [or] instructive tendencies’, but he argued that 
discrimination was essential because certain novels were ‘foul, 
false and wicked’. Miller claimed that French novels were a 
byword for sensationalism and he was convinced that there was a 
direct correlation between the ‘pernicious literature’ of France 
and the discontent of the people erupting in ‘revolution, 
communism and depravity.’66 This level of debate about popular 
fiction remained unresolved and no library committee was able to 
stem the demand for popular fiction. 
 
A similar debate was evident in conference papers presented to 
librarians in Britain, the USA, and Australia in the latter half 
of the nineteenth century. At the 1877 Conference of Librarians 
held in London, delegates including Sir Redmond Barry, were 
unanimous in their condemnation of the voyeuristic and immoral 
tone of popular fiction that so often depicted social behaviour 
that was contrary to the teachings of family and church.67 Concern 
was expressed that artisans favoured this material in preference 
to educational texts and that students ‘would never make much 
progress in later life’ if they persisted in reading novels - an  
                         
64  Bendigo Advertiser, 10 March 1869. 
65  C. Woods, Beechworth: A Titan’s field, Hargreen Publishing Co., Melbourne, 1985. 
66  C. Woods, ‘Thomas Ewing and the Fitzroy Public Library’, Fitzroy: Melbourne’s 
 First Suburb,  Hyland House, Melbourne, 1989, pp. 55-60. 
67
  P. Cowell, ‘On the Admission of Fiction in Free Public Libraries’, E. Nicholson & H. 
 Tedder, Transactions and  proceedings of the Conference of Librarians held in London, 
 October 1877. Trubner & Co., London, 1878, pp. 60-67. 
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opinion shared by Barry.68 Librarians in the USA debated similar 
issues but gradually their hostility toward the reader gave way 
to a more pragmatic assessment of reading habits and by the 1880s 
librarians had conceded that ‘an unread good book is useless in a 
public library’.69 In Australia, the professional debate about 
popular fiction in libraries centred on the ‘recovery’ in private 
reading habits70 but in their attempts to achieve this goal, 
Ballarat’s librarians were as ineffective as their committees and 
newspaper editors. The debate about popular fiction remained 
unresolved and produced ‘a grudging, uneasy attitude’71 between 
library committees and library patrons. 
 
Usage of the Lending collections 
 
In contrast to the detailed records of library holdings and the 
intensity of the debate about the availability and merit of 
popular fiction in public libraries, there is a paucity of 
archival material relating to the book borrowing habits of 
individual library patrons due to the ephemeral nature of 
circulation records. But, as previously noted, certain trends 
relating to the borrowing habits of residents in Ballarat, 
Bendigo and Castlemaine are identifiable.  
 
The few mechanics who joined an Institute or free library did not 
do so in order to borrow ‘books of their perspective trades’ and 
few libraries ‘achieved their initial goal of providing  
                         
68
  J. Kay, ‘The provision of novels in rate-supported libraries’, H. Tedder & E. 
 Thomas, (eds.), Transactions and Proceedings of the Second Annual Meeting of the 
 Library Association of the United Kingdom held in Manchester, September 23,24 and 
 25 1879, n.d., London, 1880; B. Pymm, op. cit., pp. 188-194. 
69
  D. Davies, Public libraries as Culture and Social Centers: the origins of the concept, 
 Scarecrow Press, New Jersey, 1974, pp. 2-60, 76-80.; Nation, 23 August 1883. Quoted 
 in F. Miska, (ed.), Charles Ammi Cutter: Library Systemizer, Libraries Unlimited Inc. 
 Littleton, Ohio, 1977, pp. 113-130; D. Marcum, ‘The Rural Public Library in America 
 at the turn of the century’, Libraries and Culture, vol. 26, no. 1. Winter 1991; J. Passet, 
 ‘Reaching the Rural Reader: Travelling Libraries in America, 1892-1920’, Libraries 
 and Culture, vol. 26, no. 1, Winter 1991. 
70
  R. Tanner, ‘The Classics in Australia’, Journal of the Royal Australian Historical 
 Society, vol. 57, no. 4.  December 1971, pp. 310-319. 
71
  P. Sturges & A. Barr, ‘The Fiction Nuisance in Nineteenth Century British Public 
 Libraries’, Journal of Librarianship and Information Science’, vol. 24, no. 1, March 
 1992. 
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instruction to craftsmen’.72 At the Ballarat, Bendigo and 
Castlemaine libraries, less than 7% of the collection was devoted 
to engineering, science, crafts or other practical subjects and 
an even smaller percentage of total loans came from these 
genres.73 (see Tables 3 and 5)  
 
In 1887 the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library was involved in 
yet another brief debate about ‘rubbishy books in the library’ 
and in the heat of the argument, it was noted that books for 
recreation and amusement accounted for almost 90% of all loans.74 
Similarly at Bendigo the circulation of fiction had increased 
from 80% of all loans in 1869 to 84% in 1881.  
 
Table 5. Bendigo (Sandhurst) Mechanics’ Institute Library, 
 - Bookstock circulation in 1869 and 188175
 
Bookstock Circ.    1869   1881 
 
Novels       22127 80% 27237 84% 
History and biography  1279   1140 
Voyages and Travel   1048   1347 
Poetry and Drama    131    140 
Philosophy, Arts, Education  441    718 
Miscellaneous    640    435 
Bound Magazines      0   1011    
       -----  ----- 
       27324  32028         
 
 
Novels accounted for 90% of all loans at the Castlemaine library, 
and Mullen’s Circulating Library in Melbourne and the Brisbane 
School of Arts both reported that ‘melodramas and livid and 
blood-curdling tales’ were the most popular.76 Lyons and Taska, 
and Pymm77 report similar findings at Bathurst and other libraries 
in NSW.  
 
                         
72  P. Cowell, op. cit., pp. 60-67; D. Barker, ‘The Sandhurst Mechanics’ Institute and 
 Free Library’, B. McMullin, (ed.), Instruction and Amusement: papers from the  Sixth 
 Australian Library History Forum, Ancora Press, Melbourne, 1996, p. 41. 
73
  The Ballarat Ironworkers and Polytechnic Association was formed in 1882. This 
 Association claimed to be a ‘real’ Mechanics’ Institute because its library had 1500 
 books and provided weekly lectures. It received a grant from the government each year. 
74  K. Davison, op. cit. Appendix, p. 24. 
75  Bendigo Advertiser, 30 July 1878; 27 July 1881. 
76  ibid., 13 March 1890; Brisbane Courier, 29 July 1898. 
77  M. Lyons & M. Taska, (eds.), Australian Readers Remember: An Oral History of 
 Reading, 1890-1930, OUP, Melbourne, 1994. p. 144; B. Pymm, op. cit. 
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This phenomenon was evident in libraries throughout Australia, 
Britain and the USA. The analysis of British libraries by Cowell 
in 1898 and Black a century later is relevant to this case study 
of Ballarat libraries because, in 1893, the Ballarat Mechanics’ 
Institute library committee considered the feasibility of 
adopting the ‘Birmingham System’ of cataloguing, shelving and 
lending its stock. Both investigations by Cowell and Black 
indicate that the easy availability of fiction was the key 
element in determining the popularity of a library. For example, 
the Edinburgh library issued 200,000 novels per annum whereas the 
similar-sized Birmingham library stocked only a small quantity of 
popular fiction and as a result, only 30,000 loans were issued 
each year. The Birmingham Free Public Library only permitted 
reading within the library but even under these circumstances, 
fiction was the most popular genre and was almost ten times as 
popular as the combined usage of the ‘Mechanical’, ‘Science’ and 
‘Fine Arts’ collections.78 In Ballarat, (in the midst of a serious 
slump in library patronage,) the BMIL committee investigated the 
feasibility of adopting the ‘Birmingham System’; a closed-shelf 
policy that would have denied casual readers access to the 
shelved collections, whilst increasing staff costs. Regardless of 
the costs of such a policy, the fact that the committee even 
contemplated the adoption of such a system, confirmed the popular 
perception that the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institution library 
collection was a private club supported by all ratepayers and 
taxpayers.79
 
The disproportionate attraction of recreational reading material 
was also evident in the USA where statistics relating to two 
dissimilar libraries, at Hagerstown and Baltimore, show that 
novels accounted for 75% of total circulation even though their 
library committees continued to assert that the popularity of 
such material was waning.80
 
                         
78  A. Black, ‘Libraries for the many: the philosophical roots of the early public library 
 movement’, Library History, vol. 9, no. 1, 1991.   
79
  Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library, Minute Book, January - July 1893. 
80  D. Marcum, op. cit. 
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Novels by women and for women 
 
Within the context of popular fiction, there was one dominant 
genre - modern British fiction by women authors and for women 
readers - and again this trend was equally evident in libraries 
in Ballarat and throughout Britain. The 1899 catalogue of the 
BEFL indicates that the library held extremely large numbers of 
titles by certain women. 
 
Table 6: Ballarat East Free Library - multiple titles by authors 
 in 1899 81
Mrs Oliphant   49 titles  
Miss Braddon  46  
Mrs Henry Wood   32  
Louise de la Ramee 28  
Wilkie Collins  23   
Charles Dickens  20  
Rhoda Broughton  12  
Mrs Gaskell   11  
 
In addition, there was a score of other British authors - 
predominantly female - who were represented by at least ten 
titles in the library. (There is no indication that multiple 
copies of any popular novel was held in the library.) 
 
Likewise, the Bendigo librarian published a list of the twenty 
most popular authors which also showed that the four most popular 
authors were female (Mrs Elizabeth Braddon, ‘Mrs Alexander’, M. 
W. Hungerford and Mrs Henry Wood) and that females accounted for 
twelve of the twenty most popular authors in the library. Novels 
by Scott, Dickens and Thackeray were stocked by the library but 
were absent from this list.82 Not surprisingly, the same survey 
showed that the most popular novels were written by women. Only 
one Australian title, The Squatter’s Dream, a story of Australian 
life by T.A. Browne (Rolf Boldrewood), published in 1890, was 
included in the list of popular books. 
 
 
 
                         
81  Ballarat East Free Library, Catalogue, op. cit. 
82  Bendigo Advertiser, 5 May 1894. 
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Table 7. The most popular books at the Bendigo  
 (Sandhurst) Mechanics’ Institute library in 1894 83
 
April’s Lady, (1891), M. W. Hungerford 
A Daughter of Fife, (1886), A.E. Barr 
Dene Hollow, (1873), Mrs Henry Wood  
Part of the property, (1890), Beatrice Whitby 
The Admiral’s Ward,(1883), Mrs Alexander  
Chrystabel, (1886), E. J. Guyton 
Only the Governess, a novel (1888), R. N. Carey 
 Captain Davy’s honeymoon, (1892), Hall Caine   
 
Flint’s analysis of the reading habits of British women between 
1837-1914 confirms these findings and suggests that, by the 
1880s, traditionally popular authors such as Dickens, Thackeray 
and Austen had been replaced by another group of writers. A 
survey of eighty-three public libraries in Britain revealed that 
the most requested authors were Mrs Henry Wood and Marie Corelli. 
Other popular authors included Louise de la Ramee (‘Ouida’), Mrs 
Braddon, Marie Corelli, Samuel Crockett (romantic novels), and 
Stanley John Wyman (cloak and dagger mysteries). Similarly, in 
the USA, Hart notes that Mrs Braddon’s Lady Audley’s Secret 
appealed to a large number of American readers who enjoyed a 
glimpse into ‘perversities of high life in titled society’.84 Once 
again, the evidence extracted from a number of sources in 
Victoria and overseas demonstrates that the operation of the 
Ballarat libraries, both in terms of collection development and 
the popularity of certain genres, was very similar to most other 
libraries in the 1880s-1890s. 
 
Library Patronage 
 
Both the quantity of titles for women and their popularity 
suggests that women represented a large and increasingly 
significant group of readers and book borrowers although they did 
not represent a majority of subscribers. Throughout the 1880s, 
women only accounted for about 15% of subscribers at the BMIL85 
and about 20% at the BEFL. These figures increased to 25% by  
                         
83  ibid. 
84  K. Flint, The Woman Reader, 1837-1914, Clarendon Press, Oxford, 1993, pp. 158-9, 
 171-180; J. Hart, The Popular Book: a History of America’s Literary Taste, OUP. New 
 York, 1950. p. 122. 
85  E. Heagney, op. cit. 
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189986 and even then the percentage may have been understated 
because some women were recorded under the husband’s name. Even 
allowing for this type of discrepancy, it can be assumed that 
women accounted for approximately 30% of total library 
membership. In contrast, novels written for women readers and 
borrowed by women accounted for approximately 75% of all loans 
which suggests that a small but significant group of women were 
actively participating in one facet of the previously all-male 
‘leisure revolution’ that swept Britain, Bendigo and Ballarat in 
the nineteenth century.87 Statistics suggest that female library 
members borrowed approximately seven times more books than men88 
(see Appendix 9) and yet each of the Ballarat library committees 
was silent on the popularity of women’s fiction and equally 
silent on the involvement of women as library patrons. Committees 
made frequent reference to the difficulties associated with 
recruiting new subscribers but there are no specific references 
to the elderly gentlemen on the book selection committee 
acknowledging that women represented an enthusiastic group of 
readers or a pool of potential members.  
 
Women as readers are also portrayed in an ambiguous manner in 
illustrations. While there are numerous illustrations depicting 
men reading newspapers or undertaking research in the library,89 
the lithographs in Flint’s The Woman Reader, 1837-1914 depict 
young ladies enjoying ‘the transgressive pleasures’ of reading 
popular fiction in the privacy of their own homes.90 Furthermore, 
most of these illustrations depict women reading large, well-
bound volumes which suggests that they are studying classical 
literature - not cheap editions of the latest bestseller by 
Margaret Oliphant or Mary Braddon.  
 
                         
86  Ballarat East Free Library, Membership Register, 1899. 
87
  H. Meller, ‘The Leisure Revolution’, M. Kinnell & P. Sturges, (eds.),  Continuity and 
 Innovation in the public library, Library Association Publishing, London, 1996, p. 18. 
88
  Based on data published in the Bendigo Advertiser, 27 July 1881, 23 July 1896. Using 
 only the 1881 figures for simplicity, it can be shown that women readers accounted for 
 75% of total circulation and yet they only accounted for 30% of total membership. 
 This suggests that the typical female reader borrowed 109 books per annum whereas 
 the typical male reader borrowed only 15 books per annum.   
89  See for example, A. Galbally, op. cit.  
90  K. Flint, op. cit.  
 197
As a form of compensation for lowering their literary standards 
and spending an increasing percentage of the book budget on 
popular fiction, committees may have been entitled to assume that 
their libraries would be rewarded with increased memberships and 
more income from subscriptions. But such was not the case; by the 
mid-1880s library patronage at both the Free and Institute 
libraries in Ballarat began to fall, both in terms of total 
visits to libraries and total bookstock circulation.  
 
In an environment in which the Township of Ballarat East’s 
population was increasing,91 library patronage plummeted from an 
estimated 100,000 visits per annum in the mid-1880s to 50,000 
visits in 1894. This downward trend continued at an alarming rate 
because the council’s Annual Report for 1902 stated that ‘the 
attendance of subscribers has been satisfactory [because] members 
attended on 6,218 occasions to change their books’.92 These 
figures suggest that the gradual increase in the number of women 
visiting the BEFL must have been more than offset by the rapid 
fall in the number of men using the Library’s newspaper and 
journal collections and the non-fiction bookstock. The same trend 
was evident at the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library where 
the circulation of books fell every year from 1885. (Table 8). 
 
Table 8. Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute library  
 - Circulation of bookstock between 1870-1900 93
       Bookstock 
  Year   Circulation (volumes p.a.) 
  1870   22,000 
  1875   16,700 
  1880   30,900 
  1885   52,800 
  1890   33,300 
  1895   25,000   
  1900     9,200 
     
On a colonial basis, the same trends are discernible although the 
persistent reference to ‘counted’ and ‘estimated’ visits to all 
colonial libraries in Year-Books suggest that statisticians 
persisted in recording estimates from those libraries that failed  
                         
91
  From 16,000 to 17,300 residents in the 1880-1890s. 
92  Ballarat East Free Library, Annual Report, 1902, p. 5. 
93  Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library, Minute Books, 1870-1910.  
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to comply with the legislation or failed to submit annual 
returns. On the further assumption that the discrepancies were 
consistent over a thirty-five year period, it is evident that 
while the number of libraries in the colony increased from 167 to 
489, the total number of visits had peaked by 1888 and fell every 
year thereafter. More significantly, the number of ‘visits per 
library’ plummeted in the same period. 
 
Table 9. Bookstock and Library Visits to Victorian libraries 
 between 1875-1910 94
Year Lib’s Bookstock  Visits  Visits  
    Counted Estimated per Library 
1875 167 221,614 1,442,480 2,600,000 15,568 
  - 
1885 280 352,959 2,076,714 3,340,000 11,928 
1886 302 373,978 2,233,549 3,700,000 12,251 
1887 314 391,720 2,179,034 3,670,000 17,149 
1888 349 416,045 2,246,181 3,715,500 10,646 
1889 378 435,946 2,621,000 2,890,000  7,645 
1890 379 445,900 2,405,056 2,690,000  7,097 
  - 
1894 427 581,116 2,981,696 3,216,000  7,531 
  - 
1910 489 815,923   c.2,619,028 2,619,028  5,356 
     
 
The following table compares the circulation of books of the BMIL 
with the overall level of total expenditure on colonial libraries 
(Appendix 2) and clearly shows that the decline in library 
patronage occurred at least five years before the reduction in 
total government expenditure on libraries. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                         
94  Victorian Year-Books, 1875-1910. 
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Table 10. Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library - Bookstock 
 Circulation and Victorian Public Libraries - Total Library 
 Expenditure - 1870-190595  
 
 Year  BMIL - Circulation Victorian Libraries 
    p.a.      Exp. p.a. (pounds) 
 
 1870   22,000   20,000 
 1875   16,700   25,000 
 1880   30,900   26,800 
 1885   52,800   38,500 
 1890   33,300   55,000 
 1895   25,000   44,000 
 1900    9,200   30,000 
 1905   10,000   41,000 
 
This depressing trend was even more acute in Bendigo where the 
circulation of books fell by 50% between 1881 and 1896 and 
continued to fall to such an extent that the Bendigo Mechanics’ 
Institute and Free Library closed its doors in March 1904.96  
 
Conclusion 
                            
Statistics relating to library patronage, reading tastes and book 
borrowing habits suggest that between the 1870s-90s, all library 
committees in Ballarat and Bendigo, Britain and the USA - 
regardless of their status as a  free or Institute library -  
were confronted by a common set of problems that resulted in the 
stagnation of public libraries. 
 
Library committees argued that their collections of non-fiction 
and serious literature were well used by patrons but statistical 
and newspaper reports clearly show that the most popular genre in 
the library was popular fiction for women and by women. 
Regardless of nomenclature, free and Institute library committees 
initially argued that their primary goal was the accumulation of 
practical works and quality literature and, in a numerical sense, 
they were successful. However, in the face of constant demand for 
more recreational stock, the Ballarat committees soon capitulated  
                         
95
  Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library, Minute Book, 1870-1905; Victorian Year-Books, 
 1875-1910. 
96  Bendigo Advertiser, 27 July 1881, 23 July 1896; D. Barker, op. cit.,  p. 48. 
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and by the early 1880s they were allocating more than half their 
book budgets to the purchase of recreational fiction. 
Unfortunately, this reluctant admission that library patrons 
wanted more fiction did not provide any long-term benefits to the 
library and by the mid-1880s, the three Ballarat libraries, and 
most libraries throughout the colony, were reporting alarming 
reductions in attendance, memberships, annual subscriptions and 
book circulation figures.  
 
There were several ramifications of these trends. Whilst the 
stated goals of the BMIL and BEFL did not change, the primary 
function of these large, nineteenth-century public libraries 
evolved from that of the disseminator of useful information to an 
ill-defined group of mechanics, to the provider of recreational 
novels and journals to a relatively small number of subscribing 
members. This was a world-wide phenomenon and affected all free 
and Institute libraries regardless of size, structure or 
location. 
 
The argument by McCalman, Barker97 and others that the stagnation 
of Victorian libraries came about because of the reduction in 
government funding in the 1890s is incorrect to the extent that 
the demise of libraries - due to low membership levels, as a 
source of lending material and as a repository of contemporary 
non-fiction - was painfully evident to library committees in the 
mid-1880s. The subsequent reduction in government support to 
Victorian libraries, from an average of 18,000 pounds per annum 
between 1880-1890 to 11,000 pounds in 1894, simply hastened a 
process that had been in train in Ballarat and throughout 
Victoria for a decade. 
 
Based on the composition of the collections and the usage of 
newspapers and journals, it can be concluded that in Ballarat, 
men visited libraries to read the newspapers and for private 
study purposes and women visited libraries to borrow novels, but 
other than recording total visits per annum, this type of casual  
                         
97  L. McCalman, Pioneer and Hardy Survivor, Prahran Mechanics’ Institute & Arts 
 Society,  Prahran  1983. p. 3, 17;  D. Barker, op. cit. 
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patronage is difficult to quantify. Library usage by women is 
even more difficult to evaluate and the absence of evidence in 
minute books and annual, financial and statistical reports, 
indicates that neither Ballarat library committee formally 
acknowledged the role of women as readers or allowed them to play 
a part in the selection of new books. 
 
Finally, none of the increasingly aged and conservative committee 
members of the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library, the 
Ballarat East Free Library or the City of Ballaarat Free Library 
was able to respond adequately to the inescapable fact that 
library patrons had a voracious appetite for popular or sensation 
fiction to the exclusion of all other genres. When the committees 
grudglingly shifted the emphasis of their collection development 
policies from the instructional to meeting the recreational needs 
of their members, it was too late - a generation of potential 
library subscribers had already abandoned their local library. 
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     Chapter 8
 
  The Long Term Implications of the Management  
   Policies of Library Committees in Ballarat 
 
In this thesis, it has been argued that the increasingly conservative 
management policies of the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library and 
the Ballarat East Free Library, the fall in library patronage and 
membership and the inadequate funding of all libraries in Ballarat 
was first apparent in the 1880s and continued unabated for the next 
four decades. It has been shown that these indications of long term 
stagnation were evident before the colonial government began to 
reduce its spending on libraries in the early-1890s. Furthermore, 
this thesis has shown that Ballarat’s library committees were aware 
of the inadequacies in the nineteenth-century library model, 
specifically with regard to low membership levels, disputed book 
selection policies and a budgetary system that failed to support the 
larger and more successful libraries. But neither the BMIL or the 
BEFL was able to persuade residents, municipal councils or 
politicians to adequately support them. As a direct consequence, the 
major libraries in Ballarat managed to acquire large book collections 
and to erect imposing buildings but failed to realise other goals 
such as the development of a strong membership base or a management 
structure that responded to changing community needs.  
 
The long term stagnation of libraries was also evident throughout the 
colony. For example, the Preston library closed in 1895, the 
Warrnambool library was described as a ‘sinking ship’ and the Geelong 
Free Library was a ‘hoary antiquity’.1 Several attempts had been made 
to identify and remedy a few, specific flaws in the operation of 
public libraries, such as minimum expenditure levels on bookstock, in 
the early decades of the twentieth century, but it was not until 1932 
that a national investigation into the widespread failure of the 
nineteenth-century public library model was initiated.  
 
 
                         
1
  H. Forster,  Preston: Lands and People, 1838-1967, F.W. Cheshire, Melbourne, 1968, p. 29; 
 Warrnambool Standard, 27 January 1911; Geelong Advertiser, 22 April 1914.  
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The Findings of the 1935 Munn-Pitt Report 
 
This national survey, Australian Libraries: A Survey of Conditions 
and Suggestions for their Improvement,2 was released in 1935 and 
represents a watershed in Australian public librarianship. The 
research was sponsored by the US-based Carnegie Corporation and was 
undertaken by Ralph Munn, the Director of the Carnegie Library of 
Pittsburgh, and Ernest Pitt, the Chief Librarian of the Public 
Library of Victoria. Ironically, the decision to invite the Carnegie 
Corporation to fund the investigation was taken at a meeting of the 
Library Association of Victoria in Geelong and ratified at the LAA’s 
annual meeting held at the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute on 25 July 
1933.3 At this meeting, it was reported that an effective library 
service model had been adopted in Canada as a result of the 
recommendations contained in a Carnegie Corporation sponsored survey, 
but in Ballarat, delegates still found time to debate a number of 
those perennial issues, (such as the desirable amount of non-fiction 
books in a library,) that had engrossed library committees and 
alienated readers, throughout the nineteenth century.4   
 
This survey of Australian libraries, and the publication of the 
report, generally known as the ‘Munn-Pitt report’, was important 
because it was one of the few occasions in which Carnegie Corporation 
funds had been allocated to an Australian library project,5 but of 
greater significance, the survey represented the first rigorous 
analysis of Australian public libraries by an internationally 
recognised agency.  
 
The survey was intended to be comprehensive review of every public 
library but its authors curtailed their inspection because the 
preliminary results were so uniformly poor: they referred to the  
                         
2 R. Munn & E. Pitt, (eds.),  Australian Libraries: A Survey of Conditions and Suggestions for 
 their Improvement, Prepared under the auspices of the Carnegie Corporation of New York, 
 ACER, Melbourne, 1935. 
3
  Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library, Minute Book, July 1932, 25 July 1933. 
4
  Ballarat Courier, 2 August 1933. 
5
  A total of 2507 libraries had been established by the Carnegie Corporation throughout the 
 world between 1890-1917. Only two, in Mildura and Northcote,  had been established in 
 Victoria. K. Cunningham, The Australia Council for Educational Research and Library 
 Services in Australia, ACER, Melbourne, 1961. 
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‘intellectual  poverty’ of Mechanics’ Institute and free libraries 
throughout the country and concluded that ‘as a whole, Australia was 
better served by local libraries in 1880 than it is today’.6 This 
thesis has demonstrated the accuracy of this statement, both in the 
broader context and with specific reference to libraries in Ballarat. 
The Munn-Pitt report encapsulated a number of earlier criticisms of 
public libraries7 and was subsequently adopted by those civic leaders 
who supported the Free Library Movement and by librarians who 
(re)formed professional associations.8 Few immediate benefits were 
realised because of the impact of the Depression and World War Two 
and it was not until the late-1940s that the Munn-Pitt report began 
to have a profound impact on the development of Australian 
libraries.9 In Victoria, the long term impact of the report was 
twofold. The recommendations contained in the Munn-Pitt report 
resulted in the coordinated delivery of free library services via the 
Library Services Board, established in 1940 and its successor, the 
Free Libraries Board of Victoria, in 1947/48. Secondly, it brought 
about a major shift away from the nineteenth-century public library 
model that had placed so much emphasis on a voluntary, unregulated 
committee system, to a model that placed a greater emphasis on the 
formal participation of local and state government. After 1948, the 
state government paid matching subsidies to those municipalities that 
agreed to focus on specific library outcomes such as adequate service 
and patronage levels, and the adoption of common standards.10
 
The Munn-Pitt report highlighted seven major weaknesses in Australian 
public libraries and each of these shortcomings has also been 
                         
6
 R. Munn & E. Pitt, (eds.), op. cit., p. 22.  
7  See for example, Geelong Advertiser, 22 April 1914; Warrnambool Standard, 27 
 November 1914; Ballarat Star, 15 July 1920; E. M. Miller, ‘The Relation of State and 
 Municipal Libraries: A Question of policy’,  Proceedings of the Australian Library 
 Conference, August 1928, Government Printer, Melbourne, 1928,  p. 57;  The Essential 
 Features of a Good Public Library. Library Association of Victoria, Modern Printing Co., 
 Melbourne, 1931. 
8
  I. Morrison, ‘Culture, education and municipalisation: Libraries and politics in the 1930s’, 
 Australian Library Journal, vol. 42, no. 1, February 1993; C. Gratton, Libraries, a necessity 
 for democracy, Free Library Movement, Sydney, 1938; R. Preston, (ed.), Contemporary 
 Australia: Studies in History, Politics and Economics, Duke University Press, Durham, N.C., 
 1969.  
9
  R. McCallum, A History of Ballarat Libraries, Central Highlands Regional Library, Ballarat, 
 1978; I. Morrison,  ‘The popular press and the Munn- Pitt Report’, R. B. Rayward, (ed.), 
 Libraries and Life in a changing world: The Metcalfe years, 1920-1970’. Australian Library 
 History Forum, University of New South Wales, Sydney, 1993; I. Morrison, ‘Culture, 
 education and municipalisation: Libraries and politics in the 1930s’, Australian Library 
 Journal, vol. 42, no. 1, 1993.  
10
  The Munn-Pitt report did not result in the Mechanics’ Institute library model being formally 
 abandoned. In South Australia, an attempt to amend the legislation to withhold funds from 
 the Institute Association was defeated, and  in Victoria the Ballarat Mechanics’  Institute and 
 the Prahran Mechanics’ Institute  still operate. Library Development in South Australia: 
 Report of the Library Services Planning Committee, Premier’s Department, Adelaide, 1978, 
 pp. 183-184.  
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identified in this analysis of the operation of Ballarat East Free 
Library and the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library in the 
nineteenth-century. The weaknesses in the traditional public library 
model were,  
  
• the ineffectual management of libraries by committees 
• the lack of a clearly defined goal/mission 
• the absence of a clear sense of ownership of the public 
library 
• too many small, isolated, competing libraries 
• the lack of trained librarians 
• competition from Melbourne Public Library (State Library of 
Victoria) - both in terms of its large reference collection 
and its small ‘country lending service’ 
• the failure to respond to a number of non-book / non-print 
challenges. 
 
The conclusions in this thesis, with regard to the operation and 
eventual fate of Ballarat’s libraries in the late-nineteenth century, 
are very similar to the findings by Munn and Pitt in the 1930s and 
therefore it is important to note their comments regarding the 
Ballarat libraries and the reaction of the local committees to the 
report. The authors were extremely critical of the standard of 
library service provided by the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library 
and the Ballarat East Free Library and concluded that these 
libraries, arguably two of the most active libraries in Victoria in 
the 1870s, were ‘decadent [and] of no credit to Ballarat’. Munn and 
Pitt described the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute as ‘the best of the 
three’ even though it offered no free services and ‘was nothing more 
than a private club’. The library survived on income derived from 
property rentals and eight hundred members had access to a 26,000-
volume collection that was ‘badly in need of weeding’. The Ballaarat  
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City Free Library was ‘the poor relation’ because it received little 
funding from the City Council and only offered lending privileges to 
its financial members. The collection was ‘so largely out-of-date 
that membership was dropping’. Like its counterparts, the Ballarat 
East Free Library’s budget was greatly supplemented by revenue 
derived from billiards and room hire and both the non-fiction and  
fiction collections were in poor condition. The Ballarat East Free 
Library - the self-proclaimed pioneer of the free library movement in 
Australia - was portrayed as ‘worthless... almost without life’. In 
their conclusion, Munn and Pitt observed that there were three ‘free 
or public libraries’ in a city of 35,000 inhabitants but they 
reported that the City Council ‘only believes in free libraries to 
the extent of 170 pounds per annum’. Finally, the authors claimed 
that these libraries were no credit to the city and that ‘perhaps the 
best thing which can happen is their continued retrogression to a 
point at which action by the municipal authorities will be 
demanded’.11
 
Messrs Munn and Pitt inspected all three Ballarat libraries on 18 
June 1934 and the office bearers of the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute 
library subsequently travelled to Melbourne on 31 July 1934 to attend 
a meeting at which the authors presented their preliminary findings 
and made ‘strong criticisms of the Australian library system’. 
However, there is no evidence that the Ballarat delegates felt that 
their library would be subject to any specific criticism12 and a year 
later, when the report was published, none of the Ballarat library 
committees attempted to correct statements such as ‘all three 
libraries were of the Mechanics’ Institute type’ or disputed the 
overall findings contained in the report, and their silence appears 
to be further proof of the ignominious fate of Ballarat’s libraries. 
The committee of the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library 
subsequently acknowledged that the report contained strong criticisms 
of Australian libraries in general, but managed to extract from the 
report the dubious accolade that the Ballarat and Launceston 
institutes were the best of their type in Australia. Later the BMIL 
committee resolved to adopt the Dewey Decimal cataloguing system in  
                         
11
  R. Munn & E. Pitt, (eds.), op. cit., pp. 22-25, 55-56. 
12
  Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library, Minute Book, July 1934. 
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line with one recommendation in the report, but no other changes were 
contemplated.13 The Ballarat East Free Library’s independent status 
had been relinquished in 1921 when the eastern and western 
municipalities amalgamated and the BEFL became a branch of the City 
Library. However, there is no evidence of any response from the City 
of Ballaarat Free Libraries committee to the findings of the Munn-
Pitt report. In February 1934 and again in March 1935 it was reported 
that all retiring members of the committee were re-elected unopposed 
and in September 1935 the committee resolved to repair the billiard 
table, but the visit by Messrs Munn and Pitt, and the subsequent 
publication of their report was not recorded in the minute book.14  
 
Munn and Pitt were not inhibited in offering frank assessments of 
Victorian libraries, for example, they said that the ‘wrongly named 
Bendigo Free Library is not worth describing’15 but in contrast to 
their critical findings of the shortcomings of libraries in Ballarat 
and throughout Australia, they offered only a guarded explanation 
when they claimed that, ‘there is difficulty in assigning the reasons 
for the demise of Australian libraries’.16 However the identification 
of the major deficiencies in Australian libraries in the 1930s 
supports the argument put forward in this thesis that the flaws in 
the nineteenth-century public library model (identified in chapter 2) 
had been neither acknowledged nor rectified, and that, following a 
period of rapid growth in the 1860-80s, libraries began to enter a 
long phase of stagnation in the early-1880s. 
 
 
The most obvious weakness of the major library committees in Ballarat 
was their inability to persuade residents to become financial 
members. There was a widespread lack of interest in library 
membership with the result that less than 3% of Ballarat’s population 
were registered members of a library. The founders of the Ballarat 
East Free Library and the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library held 
genuine and often enlightened views about the need to ‘disseminate 
useful information’ to all members of the community and this same  
                         
13
  ibid, August 1934,  February 1935. 
14
  City of Ballaarat Free Libraries Committee, Minute Book February 1934-October 1935. 
15
  R. Munn & E. Pitt (eds.), op. cit., p. 58. 
16
  ibid., p. 24. 
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group displayed a remarkable capacity to attract funds, construct 
imposing buildings and amass large collections. Unfortunately, the 
committees were unable to persuade residents to join a library and 
gradually adopted a number of policies that dissuaded residents from 
enrolling. For example, casual visits were discouraged, suggestions 
that libraries open on Sundays were overruled and the BMIL maintained 
a separate collection and reading room for office bearers and guests. 
Frustrated by a lack of public support, each committee evolved into a 
clique of elderly men who regarded themselves as custodians of their 
collections and stern enforcers of rules and regulations. It was 
argued in chapters 5 and 6 that library committees exhibited many of 
the negative symptoms of Victorian respectability in that they were 
highly sensitive to any form of public criticism, unwilling to debate 
issues or to modify rules.17 Munn and Pitt indicate that this 
situation actually worsened in the early-twentieth century, to the 
extent that library committees remained defiantly proud of moribund 
libraries that were now described as ‘cemeteries of old and forgotten 
books’ and that they placed even less emphasis on providing 
facilities that would appeal to more patrons. This research has shown 
that each committee operated a semi-private library and displayed an 
admixture of stubborn, even sullen, determination, defiance and 
‘pathetic complacency’,18 and as a result those once-buoyant libraries 
stagnated. 
 
 
The conflict between the information, education and recreational 
roles of libraries had been apparent in the library model that was 
introduced to Ballarat in 1859 and had not been satisfactorily 
resolved in the 1880s or by the 1930s.19 Munn and Pitt argued that 
free libraries remained ‘an essential part of the nation’s 
educational plan’ and that there was ‘an urgent need to establish a 
progressive and complex library service’.20 They conceded that the  
                         
17
  J. McCalman, ‘Respectability and Working Class Politics in late-Victorian London’ , 
 Historical Studies, no. 74, April 1980, p. 108;  J. McCalman, Struggletown, MUP, 
Melbourne,  1984, pp. 20-29; J. Ferry, Colonial Armidale, University of Queensland Press, St 
Lucia, 1999,  pp. 97-99. 
18
  R. Munn & E. Pitt, (eds.), op. cit., p. 24. 
19
  M. Kinnell & P. Sturges, (eds.), op. cit., p. xiv; P. Candy, ‘The Light of Heaven  itself...’, P. 
 Candy & J. Laurent, (eds.), op. cit., pp. 7-16.  
20
  R. Munn & E. Pitt, (eds.), op. cit., p. 23. 
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majority of Australians no longer regarded a public library as an 
appropriate agency for cultural development but put forward no 
specific reasons for this situation other than to note that 
Australia’s favourable climate, a natural love of outdoor sport, and 
problems associated with ‘sparsity of settlement’ militated against 
adults having time to use libraries.21 Within the Ballarat context, 
Munn and Pitt did not acknowledge the difficulties confronting the 
three library committees as they struggled to adhere to a model that 
encompassed multiple, and often contradictory, roles and tasks. The 
imprecise definition of role, the absence of specificity and the 
unresolved debate about the management of the library’s collections, 
highlighted the divergence in the ways in which library committees 
had previously conceptualised the service and the ways in which the 
public used, or failed to use, it.22 Furthermore, the unresolved 
ambiguities of the nineteenth-century public library model and the 
inconclusive nature of the debates about public access and collection 
policies indicates that the contest failed to deliver an outcome that 
suited either the library committee or library patrons. 
 
This lack of specificity was still evident throughout Victoria in the 
twentieth century and there were still numerous examples of library 
committees adopting a set of goals that were impossible to realise. 
For example, the founders of the Leongatha Mechanics’ Institute and 
Free Library in 1911, the Beaufort Mechanics’ and Free Library in 
1949, and the Bendigo Free Library in 1950 used the same language 
that had been adopted by the founders of the Ballarat Mechanics’ 
Institute in 1860 when they argued that their libraries would  
educate workers, bring stability to the community, diffuse useful 
information and entertain readers, all on a budget of less than four 
hundred pounds per annum.23
 
 
                         
21
  ibid., p. 24. 
22
  M. Kinnell & P. Sturges, (eds.), Continuity and Innovation in the Public Library, 
 Library Association Publishing, London, 1996, p. xiv;  R. Snape, ‘Home Reading’, 
 M. Kinnell & P. Sturges, op. cit., pp. 71-81.  
23
  J. Murphy, Leongatha Mechanics’ Institute and Free Library, 1891-1991, Woorayl Shire 
 Historical Society, Woorayl, 1991; Beaufort Mechanics’ and Free Library,  Rules of the 
 Library, Beaufort, 1949, Bendigo Advertiser, 4 May 1950. 
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Another major problem facing all colonial libraries was a reluctance 
of any committee or council to assume full responsibility or 
‘ownership’ of the library. The introduction of a model that relied 
on shared responsibility had been extremely effective in Victoria 
where a combination of very generous state government grants, active 
local committees and a demand for civic improvement had resulted in 
the rapid formation of a number of libraries. However the Victorian 
government’s Municipal Institutions Act of 1854, had been drafted on 
the assumption that the provision of library services was a local 
government responsibility but this had not eventuated and as early as 
1870 it was apparent that the Ballarat East Town Council no longer 
regarded itself as the major partner in the provision of library 
services. Similarly, the debate about the formation of the City of 
Ballaarat’s Free Library between 1877-1885, also demonstrated that 
the City Council did not regard itself as the primary agency in the 
delivery of library services. Coupled with the re-direction of 
government grants away from established libraries to newly formed 
libraries, this lack of ownership disadvantaged both the Ballarat 
East Free Library and the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library 
because neither municipal council was prepared to make up the 
library’s recurrent funding shortfall from municipal rates and, as a 
direct consequence, the library committees were marginalised in both 
a financial and a cultural sense. 
 
 
The formation of an increasing number of small, independent libraries 
throughout the colony seriously undermined the health of the Ballarat 
libraries because, by the end of the nineteenth century, there were  
500 parochial library committees struggling for funds24 and retaining 
their unwillingness to share resources, rationalise services or act 
in a co-operative manner. It was argued in chapters 3 and 4 of this 
thesis that when the interim library planning committee met in 
Ballarat in 1859, a number of advantages, such as increased lobbying 
skills, and the containment of building and collection costs, would 
favour the establishment of a central library for the entire  
                         
24
  Victorian Year-Books indicate that the number of libraries seeking an annual grant rose from 
 one hundred and sixty in 1875 to five hundred in 1911. These committees were fighting for a 
 share of the government grant  that had fallen from 6,950 pounds in 1875 to only 2,500 
 pounds in 1911.  
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goldfield. Similarly, when the City of Ballaarat Free Library was 
mooted in 1877, petitioners argued in favour of the improvement of 
existing services as opposed to the creation of another library. On 
both occasions these arguments failed to persuade library planning 
committees to co-operate and as a consequence, the three Ballarat 
committees fought each other, and hundreds of other library 
committees in the colony, for adequate funding. Every municipality 
regarded the formation of a library as a civic milestone but the on-
going maintenance of so many small collections placed an enormous 
burden on those committees charged with the responsibility of 
providing a viable service to the public. For example, in 1884 more 
than 60% of the Ballarat East Free Library’s budget was met by way of 
loans and overdrafts. For almost half a century, the committee of the 
BEFL put forward requests for adequate funding on the basis of the 
quality of its collection and the accessibility of its holdings.25 
However, this committee was competing with the Ballarat Mechanics’ 
Institute and with rival committees in charge of struggling 
libraries, such as in the municipalities of Sebastopol and Buninyong, 
the Ballarat German Association’s library and the Ballarat 
Ironworkers and Polytechnics Association’s library, and each of these 
organisations continued to receive government grants. The combination 
of inadequate funding for the larger colonial libraries, relatively 
generous but insufficient support for hundreds of small libraries, 
and an absence of any form of quality control, had a detrimental 
impact on the long-term viability of all three libraries in Ballarat. 
Munn and Pitt recognised that there were still far too many small 
library committees jostling for a minuscule government subsidy in the 
1930s.26  
 
 
The Munn-Pitt report noted that trained librarians had had almost no 
impact on the development of library collections. It was shown in 
chapters 5 and 6 that Messrs Fitzherbert and Mendoza at the Ballarat 
East Free Library and W. H. Batten at the Ballarat Mechanics’ 
Institute Library were respected and influential officers in the  
                         
25
  See, for example, Ballarat Star, 5 February 1864; Ballarat Courier, 5 February 1885; Geelong 
 Advertiser, 22 April 1914. 
26
  R. Munn & E. Pitt, (eds.), op. cit., p. 59 
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1870s-80s, but their autonomy and employment status was less than 
that of the committee itself. In the former case, Fitzherbert and 
Mendoza held their positions for less than ten years whereas members 
of the committee of the Ballarat East Free library held their 
positions for an average of twenty-five years. Similarly, at the 
Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library, notations in the minute book 
frequently refer to the committee’s restrictions on the powers of its 
secretary/librarian. It is conceivable that a skilled librarian, 
acting in an assertive manner, may have been able to negate a library 
committee’s imposition of draconian penalties on offending borrowers 
or its reluctance to discard old stock, but once again, the evidence 
contained in the minute books suggests otherwise. The committee of 
the BMIL imposed strict rules on the book purchasing practices of its 
librarian in the early-1860s and this policy was never relaxed. In 
1896 it was noted that ‘in future the Library Committee will examine 
all books purchased before they are put upon the shelves’ and a 
decade later, it was shown that the librarian still did not have the 
authority to dispose of old stock.27 Munn and Pitt claimed that ‘in 
other countries library progress was greatly furthered by librarians 
who preached the value of good books’,28 but it has been argued in 
this thesis that hundreds of anonymous secretary/librarians played a 
loyal but fundamentally subservient role in free and institute 
libraries throughout the state and therefore had little opportunity 
to actively promote reading to a wide cross-section of the 
population. After almost a century of public librarianship in 
Victoria, this issue was finally addressed with the establishment of 
the Free Library Service Board in Victoria in 1948. The creation of 
the Board provided evidence of the Victorian government’s commitment 
to a model that allocated government subsidies to those library 
committees that, inter alia, entrusted all book selection decisions 
to its librarian.  
 
 
The sheer magnitude of the Melbourne Public Library (State Library of 
Victoria), both in terms of the size of its reference collection and 
the operation of its country lending service, enabled politicians  
                         
27
  Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library, Minute Book, June 1896, March 1911, July 1913. 
28
  R. Munn & E. Pitt, (eds.), op. cit., p. 24. 
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such as Sir Graham Berry and Sir Alexander Peacock to argue that the 
colony was already well-served by this library and that no further 
action be taken to improve the quality of service provided by 
libraries in the larger regional centres. In chapter 6 it was shown 
that between 1883-1888, the Ballarat East Free Library unsuccessfully 
attempted to counter this argument by claiming a larger government 
subsidy so that its library could be remodelled as a ‘regional 
reference library’ for western Victoria. The motivation for such a 
request was influenced, in part, by the BEFL’s rivalry with the 
Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library and was probably rejected by 
the colonial government on these grounds. However, the size of the 
State Library of Victoria had a deleterious impact on the growth of 
municipal public libraries in the nineteenth century and was still 
evident in the 1930s because the existence of the State Library of 
Victoria continued to provide local councils ‘an excuse for inaction’ 
at the municipal level.29
 
 
In chapter 5 it was also argued that there were a number of reading 
alternatives to the resources of institute and free libraries in 
Ballarat and throughout the colony. The Munn-Pitt report briefly 
acknowledged that new forms of print and non-print entertainment were 
available to readers in the nineteenth century, but in spite of a 
general consensus that public libraries were poorly patronised and 
‘incorrigibly seedy’,30 the authors merely observed that British and 
American libraries had not been affected by the availability of 
newspapers, bookshops and other commercial reading opportunities and 
therefore it was unlikely that Australian libraries would be 
adversely affected. Library committees in Ballarat made no specific 
reference to the level of private reading in the community but it 
seems inevitable that Ballarat’s population would regard local 
bookshops, specialist libraries, serialised fiction in newspapers and 
the ubiquitous commercial subscription library, as attractive and 
convenient alternatives to the traditional library. 
 
 
                         
29
  ibid., p. 26. 
30
  S. Ryan, Development of State Libraries and the effect of the Public Library movement in 
 Australia, 1809-1964. Libraries Board of Queensland, Brisbane, 1974.  
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Munn and Pitt’s model for the revitalisation of public libraries 
anticipated an improved funding formula and a greater focus on the 
quality of collections with the result that library membership rates 
would reach 40% of the population. This percentage, which was almost 
ten times greater than the Ballarat average throughout the nineteenth 
century, was said to be the typical level of participation in ‘rate 
supported libraries in other countries’ and was therefore regarded as 
a realistic goal for Australian library administrators.31 Munn and 
Pitt’s proposed model to meet the long term needs of twentieth-
century library patrons was remarkably similar to that endorsed by 
the Ballarat East Free Library committee in 1859/60. In each case it 
was recommended that the public library model incorporate a number of 
common elements which included the following: the library should be 
rate supported and government subsidised, stocked with a balance of 
educational and recreational material, managed by competent staff, 
permit public access to the reference collections, offer an 
environment that was conducive to adult learning, and provide lending 
materials free of direct charge. With the exception of the clauses 
relating to the (unspecified) level of financial support provided by 
a municipal council and the liberality of access to the lending 
collections, the nineteenth-century public library model, as it 
applied throughout Britain, as adopted by the committees of the 
Ballarat East Free Library and the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute 
Library in 1859/60, and as recommended by Munn and Pitt in 1935, 
appeared to be remarkably durable and underlines the basic question 
posed in this research: why was the nineteenth-century public library 
model so readily adopted in Ballarat and why did it fail to achieve 
its goals? 
 
The end of a colonial dream? 
 
In 1856, the editor of the Ballarat Star advocated the formation of a 
library that contained ‘polite literature and works of a higher 
scientific and intelligent character’ and one that would educate and 
entertain all members of the community whilst, at the same time, 
‘elevating, ennobling and emancipating...the working classes’.  
                         
31
  R. Munn & E. Pitt, (eds.), op. cit., pp. 30-32. 
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Ballarat journalist and historian, W. B. Withers, favoured the 
establishment of a ‘Literary and Scientific Institute’ but he too 
believed that such an institution would serve to advance civilisation 
throughout the entire Ballarat community.32 Several years later, when 
opening the Ballarat East Free Library, Sir Redmond Barry claimed 
that public libraries were ‘invaluable community assets’ and received 
hearty applause from hundreds of local residents when he 
congratulated the library committee for adopting a policy of open 
access to the Ballarat East Free Library.33  
  
Seventy years later, the Munn-Pitt report criticised all public 
libraries and claimed that Australians had been better served by 
libraries in 1880 than any time since. Referring specifically to 
Ballarat’s libraries, Munn and Pitt said that the institute and free 
libraries were ‘decadent’, ‘worthless’ and ‘no more than private 
clubs’.34 One significant indication of the decline of these libraries 
is the fact that none of the local committees disputed these 
findings. 
 
This thesis has addressed two questions as to why the Ballarat 
libraries enjoyed a period of rapid growth between 1851-1880 and why 
this growth phase was followed by an even longer period of stagnation 
thereafter. When seeking an explanation as to why the Ballarat East 
Free Library and the Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library enjoyed 
such spectacular, but short-term, growth and why the nineteenth-
century public library model failed to achieve its full potential in 
Ballarat, this thesis argues that there were at least four distinct 
factors that adversely affected the on-going development of Institute 
and free libraries from the 1880s. 
 
There was a widespread, but mistaken, perception that Institute and 
free libraries would enjoy a period of uninterrupted growth 
throughout the nineteenth and twentieth centuries because libraries 
‘uplifted the people’, acted as a bridge between the working and  
                         
32
  Ballarat Star, 18 December 1856,  16 April 1859, 29 September 1859 
33  ibid, 22 January 1959. 
34
  R. Munn & E. Pitt, (eds.), op. cit., pp. 22-26. 
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middle classes and promoted the benefits of self-improvement.35 A 
considerable body of literature, contained in yearbooks, newspaper 
editorials, semi-official reports and in local history monographs, 
re-enforced this belief.36 This thesis challenges the traditional view 
put forward by municipal historians such as Saint in Castlemaine and 
Withers in Ballarat who claimed that the public libraries of their 
communities were patronised by large numbers of adult residents.37 It 
has been argued that much of the evidence in correspondence files, 
newspapers, and statistical reports, has been largely overlooked 
because it did not support the dominant perception that colonists 
supported libraries to such a degree that ‘...a disquisition of the 
merits of [developing more libraries] is altogether unnecessary’.38 
This claim, made in relation to the formation of the Mechanics’ 
Institute library in Castlemaine, was unchallenged even though it was 
made without any solid evidence of actual library membership levels. 
As noted in chapter 3, within four years of operation, libraries in 
Geelong39 and Castlemaine and the committees of both the Ballarat 
Mechanics’ Institute and the Ballarat East Free Library were already 
reporting falls in membership and patronage in spite of the quality 
of their book collections and the range of services provided.40 This 
analysis of the Ballarat East Free Library, the Ballarat Mechanics’ 
Institute Library and the City of Ballaarat Free Library has shown 
that the twenty years of rapid growth of colonial libraries - between 
1860-1880 - could best be described as an exciting short-term 
aberration that lasted for one  
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  Ballarat Star, 14 April 1859; Castlemaine Advertiser, 15 February 1859; C. Holgate, An 
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generation, rather than proof that the community-based, public 
library movement would continue to prosper.41  
 
The colonists of the goldfields generation who settled and prospered 
in Ballarat in the 1850s-60s enjoyed a number of significant, 
possibly unique, advantages when they formed the BMIL and BEFL in 
1859/60. They established their libraries in a fluid environment 
marked by community support, the receipt of annual cash grants from 
the colonial government and an absence of formal barriers to 
membership such as wealth, sex, level of skill or religious 
conviction. In this formative period, the initial hurdles (including 
huge debts, sinking buildings and a lack of stock) were overcome by 
the 1860s-70s. Even the competitiveness between the Mechanics’ 
Institute and Free Library committees was an advantage and the rival 
committees soon established two of the largest libraries in 
Australia. However, in spite of their initial success neither 
committee could overcome the flaws in the public library model 
evident by the 1880s, especially low membership levels, an inability 
to attract members from the working classes, inconclusive debates 
about the appropriateness of the lending collections, inadequate 
funding and restrictions on access to the collections. Increasingly, 
colonists with a desire for private reading material had access to 
cheap paperbacks, newspapers and serialised fiction, and did not feel 
sufficiently inclined to subscribe to a public library. Although it 
has been concluded that the reading habits of men and women were very 
different - men used libraries for the casual reading of newspapers 
and journals whereas women used libraries in order to borrow popular 
fiction - by the late-1880s, library visits by men and book borrowing 
levels by women had declined at the same rate. These are significant 
findings and, if more primary source material becomes available, 
warrant further investigation. 
 
It has been argued that the role, behaviour and attitudes of the 
aging library committees adversely affected the development of 
Ballarat libraries between 1870-1900. The number of Ballarat 
residents who were fifty years of age or older was small but  
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  P. Sturges, ‘Conceptualising the public library, 1850-1919’, M. Kinnell & P. Sturges, op. cit., 
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increased from six per cent to sixteen per cent between 1871-190142 
and it was from this cohort that all committee members were drawn. 
Like their counterparts who managed churches and schools throughout 
the colony, the traditional views endorsed by library committees were 
subject to challenge and there was a widespread crisis of faith in 
the way in which public institutions functioned.43 Serle’s argument, 
that colonial churches may have attracted the support of a younger 
generation if church leaders had rejected divisive creeds, taken into 
account modern discoveries and been more responsive to social needs, 
is also applicable to the management of public libraries.44 Library 
committees persisted in making positive statements about the future 
of their libraries even though they had access to a wealth of 
information that disproved such claims. The minute books of both the 
BEFL and the BMIL highlight the defensive attitudes adopted by the 
committees as they sought to restrict opening hours, oppose the 
opening of libraries on Sundays, supervise the contents of lectures 
and scrutinise the purchase of books.45
 
In spite of the advantages enjoyed by Ballarat’s library committees 
in this period, the rivalry between the municipalities and the 
unnecessary duplication of services had a detrimental effect in 
Ballarat and district. The Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library, the 
Ballarat East Free Library, the City of Ballaarat Free Library, and a 
number of neighbouring libraries, offered an almost identical range 
of service, but no single library was able to attract or retain an 
adequate membership base that would ensure its long-term viability.  
 
The attitudes and behaviour of the committees of management of the 
BEFL and the BMIL gradually changed in the 1870s-1880s when it became 
apparent that neither committee was able to bridge the gap between 
the optimistic, self-improving rhetoric of the founders and the 
‘sad...devastating truth’ of low patronage levels and the general  
                         
42
  W. Bate, Lucky City, The First Generation in Ballarat: 1851-1900, MUP, Melbourne, 1978, 
 p. 268. 
43
  G. Serle, The Rush to be Rich, MUP, Melbourne, 1971, pp.130.-134. 
44
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lack of community support.46 In spite of the positive statements about 
the value of the collection, the public’s perception of each library 
committee (and of the library itself), was of an increasingly 
reactionary, un-cooperative and uninviting body that discouraged 
library patronage. Membership, bookstock circulation and daily visits 
plummeted in the late-1880s47 and two of the largest libraries in the 
colony plunged into a long period of stagnation. Almost a century 
earlier, when advocating the formation of a public library on the 
Ballarat goldfields, the editor of the Ballarat Star recommended the 
formation of ‘one good library’, stocking a comprehensive range of 
books, journals and newspapers that would ‘diffuse useful 
information’ to all sections of the community.48 These arguments were 
endorsed by Ballarat’s interim library committee and by the community 
at large. But this colonial dream was never fully realised. Changes 
in community attitudes and the increasing conservative and aging  
Ballarat library committees failed to adjust to the diversity and the 
social and economic sophistication of Ballarat by the turn of the 
century. 
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  Ballarat Mechanics’ Institute Library, Minute Book, April 1881, August 1881, May 1887; 
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     Appendices
 
Appendix 1 
 
Formation of libraries and townships in Victoria, 1850-60s
The speed with which Mechanics’ Institute libraries were formed 
in Victoria is shown in the following table. Numerous Institute 
libraries were established in country settlements before the 
township was created a municipality.1
(1)        (2) 
Formation  Municipality/town   Formation of 
of Mechanics’      Municipality 
Institute       
--------------------------------------------------------------- 
1852   Benalla    1868 
1853   Warrnambool    1855 
1853   Williamstown        1856 
1854   Bendigo    1855 
1854   South Melbourne   1855 
1854   Kerang    1862 
1854   Maldon    1863 
1854   Kyneton    1864 
1854   Prahran    1856 
1855   Beechworth    1856 
1855   Castlemaine    1855 
1855   Eldorado    1856 
1856   Footscray    1859 
1855   North Melbourne   1859 
1856   Port Fairy    1856 
1856   St Kilda    1857 
1857   Gisborne    1860 
1858   Barrabool    1853 
1858   Kew     1860 
1858   Sale     1863 
1859   Ararat    1858 
1859 ***  Ballarat    1855  *** 
1859   Brighton    1859 
1859   Hamilton    1859 
1859   Maryborough    1857 
1859   Queenscliff    1863 
1858   Buninyong    1860 
1860   Daylesford    1859 
1860   Clunes    1860 
1860   Stawell    1869 
1861   Smythesdale    1861 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                         
1
  A. Wesson, ‘Mechanics’ Institutes in Victoria’, Victorian Historical Magazine, vol. 24, 
 no. 3, August 1971, pp. 607-617; Victorian Municipal Directory and Gazetteer, Arnall 
 & Jackson, Melbourne, 1865-1891. 
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Appendix 2
 
Victorian Government Grants to public libraries - 1867-19002
  (pounds per annum) 
 
Year     Library Exp. Total Gov’t  Books Grant  
      grant  (included in 
           Total Gov’t grant) 
1867       3000  
1875   25590    6925 
  - 
 
1879   27314    7418   3000 
1880   26805    7128   4000 
1881         3000 
1882         4000 
1883   34739    9525   4000 
1884   32854    6193   3000 
1885   38569       10904   3000 
1886   43783       15845   3000 
1887         3000 
1888          14000   3000 
1889                    16000   3000 
1890   55048       20000   3000 
1891 
1892          12000 
1893       5000 
1894   43949    2500   
1895       2500 
1896       3500 
1897       3500 
1898   29142    3500   
1899       3500 
1900       3500 
   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                         
2 Victorian Year-Books, 1875-1900; D. Barker, ‘The Sandhurst Mechanics’ Institute and 
 Free Library’, J. McMullin, (ed.), Instruction and Amusement: Papers from the Sixth 
 Australian Library History Forum, Ancora Press, Melbourne, 1996, p. 48. 
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Appendix  3
 
Ballarat East Free Library. Statement of Receipts and Expenditure  
for 1880 and 1884-85 
 
 
       1880                   1884-85
 
Receipts   (pounds)      (pounds) 
 
Subscriptions 105. 4. 0 18.6%    116.19. 6 12.0% 
Town Council  94. 1. 0     102. 5. 6 
Easter Fair   84.17. 7      67. 4.11 
Govt grant   50. 0. 0      44.15. 7 
letting rooms  17. 7. 8       4. 4. 0 
Dep on Contrib  13. 0. 0     - 
Refund   20. 0. 0     - 
Borrowing’s  189. 5. 8     200. 0. 0 
Overdraft   18. 0. 8     411.11. 5 
Miscellaneous          -                           5. 7. 0 
   ---------     --------- 
   562. 3. 7     980. 0.11 
     
 
Expenditure
 
Overdraft      16. 5. 0   2.8%    206. 6. 6  21.0% 
Salaries  291.19. 0     226. 0. 0  
Books, Pers  165. 1.10       32.17. 9 
Newspapers   32.13. 2                           - 
Binding   10. 0.10       7.15. 0 
Gas    11. 3.10      41.19. 3 
Adverts     8. 6. 6       3. 8. 0 
Insurance   12.13. 6       7. 0. 0 
Renovations    8.15. 0          - 
Maintenance    8.15. 0      24.19. 0 
Sundries    2.10. 0      12.17.10 
Expenses re Books  11. 9. 0     - 
Cheques    85.12. 2     - 
Miscellaneous         
Overdraft         411.11.05 
   ---------      -------- 
   562. 3. 7     980. 0.11 
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Appendix 4 
 
Ballarat East Free Library.  Committee members 1860-19003
(incomplete) 
 
 
This table lists the committee members, their occupation where 
known, years of birth and death, their age at death and their age 
when first appointed as members of the committee of the Ballarat 
East Free Library. 
 
Name    Born Died  Age  Joined         Age
      at    Library     when 
      Death Committee     joining 
----------------------------------------------------------------- 
 
Anderson, Andrew   1832 1910 78 1885-   53- 
 Tanner,  
Atkins, C      1899+ 
Baird, John K.  1833 1899 66 1873-1879  40-46 
Cummins, Robert  1820 1892 72 1871-   51- 
 Minister of Religion 
Cuthbert, Henry  1829 1907 77 .   . 
 Solicitor, MLA 
Diggins, Thomas   .  . . 1870-1874  . 
 Gentleman 
Dunn, John N.  1838 1930 92 1900+   62-   
Eastwood, Edward  1833 1902 69 1871-   38- 
Eddy, John   1877 1965 88 .        . 
Glenn, Willam T  1836 1924 87 1871-1899+  37-65 
Gregory, Joshua  1833 1892 59 1883    50- 
 Grocer 
Ham, David   1831 1908 77 1876-1888  45-57 
 M.P. 
Harrison, John  1816 1898 82 1875-   59-
 Carpenter   
Hudson, Robert  1834 1898 64 1872-1878  38-44
 Doctor  
James, Abraham  1832  1902 70 
Josephs, Henry  1827 1906 79 1872-1878  45-51 
 Gentleman 
Kent, George  1814 1902 88 1871-1883  57- 
 Teacher 
Lakeland, William  1826 1898 72 1879-1888+   53- 
 Gentleman 
McKee,Wm Denholn  1845 1912 67 1886-1900+   41 
 Printer, import agent 
McMurrary    -  -    -     1889-1892   - 
 Minister of Religion 
 
 
                         
3
  W.Withers, The History of Ballarat, Niven & Co., Ballarat, 1887; Ballarat and District 
 in 1901: a consise history of its rise, progress and present prosperity, Periodicals 
 Publishing Company, Melbourne, 1901; City Council of Ballaarat, Mayors Reports, 
 1856-1900; Township of Ballarat East, Mayors Reports, 1855-1923. 
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Molloy, John  1839 1909 70 1871-1900+  33-65 
 Teacher 
Mulligan, Andrew  1844 1900 55 1876-1888   32 
 Hotelier 
Nicholls, John B  1837 1937 77 1872-        35 
 Horticulturist 
Patterson, James     1872-1885  
 Town Clerk 
Patterson, David  1800 1886 86 1872   72 
Pearce, Isaiah  1844 1919 75 1900+    56 
Phillips, J   1830 1907 77 1881-1886  51 
       1895-1900+  65 
 Produce Merchant 
Refisch, Hermann  1855 1924 69 1886   31 
 Leather Manuf. 
Robertson, W  1832 1907 75 1878-1899+  51 
 Manufacturer 
Rodier, William  1819 1901 82 1870-1873  51 
 Town Clerk 
Roff, Joseph  1853 1925 72 1873-1889+  20 
 Tailor 
Rosenblum, Edward  1826 1894 68 1863-1890  37-65 
 Teacher 
Scott, William  1829 1903 74 1863-1900+  34 
 Bootmaker 
Smith, Thomas  1816 1886 70 1883-1885  67 
Steinfeld, Emmuuel 1828 1893 65 1870-        42 
 Cabinetmaker, 
 Parliamentarian 
Thompson, William  1791 1879 88 1870   79 
Thornton, Samuel  - - - 1870’s       - 
 Bishop of the Church of England   
Twentyman, John  1829 1899 70 1887-1899  58 
Tailor 
Vickery, James  1829 1911 82 1899+   70 
Williams,  
 Minister of Religion   1871-1872 
Young, Robert  1817 1896 79 1870-1873  53 
 Town Clerk 
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Appendix 5
 
Ballarat East Free Library : Declining book budgets4
 
  Income and Expenditure at Ballarat East Free Library
                       (pounds per annum) 
   ----- Income ----------- / ------Expenditure ------- 
Year    Total     Members   Salaries Books 
   Budget   Subscript’n 
 
1868      596    83  152  250 
1869      475   116  183   74 
 
1872     1022   181  284  239 
1873     1553   166  298  281 
1874      995   267  278  110 
1875      856   156  283   59 
1876      704   153  301  179 
1877      748   120  297  167  
1878      690   123  292  118 
1879      700   110  283  134 
 
1881      526   112  264  117 
 
1886      879   139  260   51 
 
1902      550    88  226   72 
 
 
. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                         
4
  Ballarat East Free Library, Annual Reports; Township of Ballarat East: Mayoral 
 Reports. 
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Appendix 6.        
 
 
Selected townships in the Colony of Victoria: the year in which 
the township was incorporated and the municipal population in 
1862.5
 
This table shows that the Township of Ballarat East had a much 
larger population than other townships that had already become 
incorporated in 1855-57. 
 
 Year   Town incorporated  population  
        in 1862
 
1842   Melbourne   36,868 
1849   Geelong   16,613 
 
1855   Richmond   11,355 
   Emerald Hill   8,822 
   East Collingwood  12,653 
   Castlemaine    9,683 
   Sandhurst   13,020 
   Ballaarat (West)   9,264  ***     
   Warrnambool    2,211 
   Portland    2,804 
 
1856   Prahran    9,886 
   Williamstown   4,492 
   Beechworth    2,317 
   Kilmore    1,668 
   Belfast    2,342 
 
1857   St Kilda    6,408 
   Sth Barwon    1,172 
   Brunswick    3,104 
   Maryborough    2,495 
   Ballarat East  12,840  *** 
   Carisbrook      885 
   Kyneton    2,094 
 
1858   Fitzroy   11,807 
   Newtown    4,901 
   Dunolly    1,173 
   Maldon    3,843 
   Ararat    1,476 
   Amherst    2,080 
   Creswick    4,714 
 
1859   Buninyong    1,206 
   ...and others 
 
 
 
 
                         
5
  B. Barrett, Civic Frontier, MUP, Melbourne, 1979, pp. 291-292. 
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Appendix 7
 
Resolutions of the Deputation which waited on the Chief Secretary 
on 2 July 1884
  
   
 
1. “that this deputation represents the whole of the 
institutions participating in the annual book grant of 
3,000 pounds and for the year 1882-83, numbering 220, 
having 289,712 volumes on their shelves, besides English, 
foreign and colonial newspapers, etc. with nearly 3,000,000 
visits by general readers.” 
 
 
2. “that the managing committees, whom this deputation 
represents and who in the aggregate number, not less than 
2,500 voluntary workers (assuming 10 to 12 as the average 
for each committee) have after the most careful 
consideration of ways and means, arrived at the deliberate 
conclusion that the sum of 3,000 pounds voted about 20 
years ago, when there were comparatively few  institutions 
participating, is wholly inadequate now when there is a 
large and ever increasing number, and that this amount must 
be materially increased if these institutions are to keep 
pace with the times, the general purpose of the colony, and 
the requirements of the people.” 
 
 
3. “that before asking for any increase, the several 
committees have done everything they possibly could to help 
themselves by raising funds locally. Thus, during the year 
1882-83 in conjunction with some kindred institutions they 
raised 22,779 pounds by ‘subscriptions’ from private 
individuals’ against 7,682 pounds from government, or about 
3 to 1, which is a much higher proportion than obtains from 
other institutions, which of not more general importance, 
appeal more strongly to the sympathies of the people at 
large, because they provide the most striking necessities 
which everyone feels, whereas people must be educated up to 
a certain standard before they can rightly appreciate the 
value of such institutions as this deputation has the 
honour to represent and which have for their object the 
intellectual and moral progress of the people at large.” 
 
 
4. “that under these circumstances and as the proportion of 
the book grant to each institution has become less each 
year, until, in some cases, it has fallen below one-fourth 
of what it was formerly, it is the deliberate opinion of 
all whom this deputation represents, that the increase in 
the book grant to at least 10,000 pounds is absolutely 
necessary to enable them to carry on these institutions 
efficiently, so as to foster a taste for reading and afford  
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due facilities for recreation and self-improvement to all.” 
 
 
5. “that therefore it is confidently hoped that the Hon. 
the Chief Secretary, in recognition of the importance of 
the work of the several committees are engaged, and also 
the necessities of the case will have placed in the next 
Estimates the sum of 10,000 pounds as a book grant and 
thereby confer an inestimable boon upon the whole 
community.” 
 
On behalf of the delegates, 
W.M. Scott, J.P. Chairman 
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Appendix 8  
 
Testimonial to the late John Fitzherbert, Librarian at the 
Ballarat East Free Library. 
...Mr Lakeland, Esquire, Dear Sir, On behalf of the 
subscribers and myself I have to thank you for your great 
kindness and ready courtesy in according us this favourable 
opportunity of presenting to you, on behalf of the trustees 
of the library, a portrait of the late librarian, Mr John 
Fitzherbert. The deceased gentleman was for 14 years an 
able, zealous and faithful officer, always loyal to the 
principle that the library was not founded in the interest 
of any sect or party, but for the benefit of the whole 
community, His marked ability, extensive, exact and varied 
information, sound judgement in the selection of books, his 
scrupulous care of the interests committed to his trust and 
his transparent truthfulness and honour, not only won the 
respect and confidence of the Committee (as evidenced by 
their Annual Reports each year) but also greatly conduced 
to make the library an institution that all our citizens 
may well be proud of. To aver that the late librarian was 
faultless would be to declare he was more than human, but 
taking him for all in all, it may be safely affirmed that 
those who knew him best, either as a public officer or a 
private citizen esteemed him most. Therefore it was most 
appropriate that those who have known the deceased 
gentleman most intimately should pay the tribute which they 
deem due to his memory by now handing over to you the 
admirable portrait painted by Mr John Summers, of our own 
School of Design and which His Worship the Mayor will now 
kindly unveil and present on behalf of the subscribers.  
 
I have the honour, to be, Dear Sir, Your Obedient Servant, 
J Molloy. Ballarat, 6 April 1883 
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Appendix 9 
 
 
Bendigo (Sandhurst) Mechanics’ Institute - estimated Male and 
Female Book borrowing in 1881 and 18966
 
      1881   1896  
A. Membership    
 male  @ 70%    510   350
 female @ 30%    220   150
 total      730   500 
    
B. Circulation 
 male   @ 25%       8007       4230 
 female @ 75%           24021      12692 
 total             32028      16922 
 
C. Bookstock circulation turnover rate (p.a.) 
 book borrowing - male        15    12 
 book borrowing - female       109    84   
 
D. Female / Male borrowing ratios   
        7 to 1     7 to 1 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
                         
6
 Bendigo Advertiser, 27 July 1881, 23 July 1896. 
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Appendix 10 
 
 
Maps and Illustrations 
 
a. Victorian government - large grants to non-metropolitan 
 Mechanics’ Institutes in 1860/61. 
 
b.  Ballarat and district municipalities in 1870s. 
 
c. Ballarat - City and Township.  
 
d. Ballarat - City and Township - duplication of services. 
 
e. Ballarat Machanics’ Institute, c1873. 
 
f. Ballarat East Free Library, c1880s. 
 
g. Ballarat East civic precinct, c1870s. 
 
h. City of Ballaarat, c1870s. 
 
i. Site of the proposed City of Ballaarat Free Library, c1880. 
 
j. Proposed City of Ballarat Free Library 
 
k. City of Ballaarat Free Library Committee, c1879-1881. 
 
l. City of Ballaarat Free Library, c1908. 
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